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Abstract
Despite the fundamental role of the servant in the historic English country house, servant
representation within the country house genre lacks depth and detail. Rounded servant figures
do not feature prominently throughout the accumulated textuality surrounding the country
house. Yet, servants, and the symbiotic community of which they are a part, comprise an
integral part of the country house ideal. As articulated by Malcolm Kelsall and others, the
country house ideal informs the representation of remembered and imagined country houses,
equally reliant on a servant community. The ideal may be described as an often-ambiguous
composite of historical practice, cultural perception, and literary corroboration, containing
sufficiently identifiable elements to demarcate its parameters. Adopting Jeremy Rosen’s
approach to elaborating minor characters using the bounds of a defined genre, this thesis
turns to the literary and historical development of a “country house genre” to contextualise
servant absence. The pastoral and georgic antecedents of this genre are examined, alongside
the cultural antecedents informed by the feudal, communal organisation of the medieval great
house. In Vita Sackville-West’s The Edwardians (1930), and Evelyn Waugh’s Decline and
Fall (1928) contrasted with Brideshead Revisited (1945), retrospective renderings of the
English country house negotiate apposite moments of contemporary instability through the
maintenance of the country-house ideal. Servants therein tend to evoke, support or participate
in the perpetuation of a reciprocal, symbiotic community that retains a lingering feudal sense
of continuity and tradition. These representations of servants are necessarily mediated by
their privileged authors. Thus, the final chapters turn to servant memoirs as a complementary
and largely affirmatory companion to the upper-class representations of servants. Written by
a selection of country house servant memoirists, they too are retrospective and nostalgic, a
meeting point perhaps of experiential fiction and mediated memory with the country house at
their centre. Responding to the original perception of servant absence, this thesis amplifies
the servant experience and contextualises their meagre representation within the constraints
of genre. It finds that the servant presence contributes to the preservation of the imagined,
English country house, and that a servant presence may be sought in the memoir texts that
complement the genre.
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Preface
It came now to him as an audible hum. The whole community of the great house was
humming at its work. It was a tapestry that he saw, and heard the strains of a wind
orchestra, coming from some invisible players concealed behind the trees.
Vita Sackville-West, The Edwardians, 1930.1
Perhaps I ought to explain how this thesis came about. Around six years ago, when I was
studying in England and visiting as many country houses as I could manage with my Youth
Railcard, servants seemed to be cropping up everywhere. Jo Baker’s Longbourne was in the
window at Waterstones, re-runs of the most recent Upstairs Downstairs were available on
BBC iPlayer, and Downton Abbey was the viewing event that Christmas. The popular interest
in country house servants was not limited to fictional narratives: it seemed to drive a
resurgence in the production of documentaries, social histories, and servant memoirs.
Country house servants were re-narrating familiar novels or appearing as vocal, rounded
characters on ITV, and playing out detailed character arcs independent of their fictional
employers. With Downton Abbey in particular, it seemed that servants could be, and were,
fully fleshed-out, autonomous characters who possessed well-developed backstories, which
extended beyond the country house space.
This focus of minor characters (minor insofar as they represent a marginalised and
typically silenced group within the country house genre) also occurs within the confines of
the country house genre. The message from Downton was clear: without servants, the English
country house would fall apart. It seemed fitting that their stories were being developed in
this way, being accorded parity with their aristocratic counterparts. However, I suspected this
richness of representation was a fairly recent development. Throughout the longer English
country house tradition, into which I had dipped as an undergraduate, I remembered very few
detailed or sympathetic depictions of servants. There were oblique references, certainly, to
groups of labourers or efficient units of indoor staff, but nothing like what was being seen
every Sunday night on Downton Abbey, with its plethora of independent servants.
Herein lies the paradox at the heart of this thesis. Servants form a critical mass within
the country house community, and yet their representation throughout the genre (Downton
excepted) is comparatively slight. This thesis looks for the places and ways in which servants
are represented; for the moments in which their perspectives or experiences may be found. It
1

Vita Sackville-West, The Edwardians (London: Vintage, 2016), 31-32.
iv

focuses on the figures who formed the symbiotic community at the heart of the textual
English country house, and whose presence may be assumed from the earliest country house
works, through to the novels of the twentieth century, to twenty-first century depictions of the
English country house. Consigned to the nurseries or the sculleries, servants are the silent
workers and supporters of the textual country house, and are often no more than an implied
presence, co-opted to serve the nostalgic or memorial purposes of authors and their
audiences. If servants are a vital component of the English country house, why are they
relegated to the margins of country house texts?

v

List of Publications Arising from Thesis
“Chaucer’s Franklin and the Aspirant Gentleman: Patterns of New Gentility in the English
Country House Tradition,” in Ad Alta: The Birmingham Journal of Literature, 9 (2017): 2940.
“Paul Pennyfeather and the Victorian Governess: Rejecting Nineteenth-Century Idealism
in Decline and Fall,” in Evelyn Waugh Studies Journal, 48, 2 (2017): 2-12.
“Sites of Servant Memory in the English Country House: Frederick Gorst and the Gladstone
Vase,” Life Writing (2019): 1-16. http://doi.org/10.1080/14484528.2018.1564216.

vi

Table of Contents

Declaration .................................................................................................................... i
Abstract ........................................................................................................................ ii
Acknowledgements ..................................................................................................... iii
List of Publications Arising from Thesis .................................................................. vi
Chapter 1
Introductory ................................................................................................................... 1
Chapter 2
Supporting the Country House Ideal: Servant Absence in the Country House Genre 24
Chapter 3
Serving the Edwardian Ideal: Symbiotic Communities in Vita Sackville-West’s The
Edwardians .................................................................................................................. 66
Chapter 4
Questioning the Ideal: Evelyn Waugh’s Unsettled Servants ..................................... 115
Chapter 5
Remembering the Ideal: Servants’ Perspectives of the English Country House ....... 143
Chapter 6
A Corporeal Country House Ideal: Frederick Gorst and the Gladstone Vase ........... 190
Conclusion ................................................................................................................ 221
Bibliography ............................................................................................................. 227
Appendix 1: List of Selected Servant Memoirs..................................................... 252

vii

Chapter One
Introductory

The house was no longer hers entirely, she sighed. It belonged to time now; to
history; was past the touch and control of the living. Never would beer be spilt here
anymore, she thought… or holes burnt in the carpet. Never two hundred servants
come running and brawling down the corridors with warming pans and great
branches for the great fireplaces. Never would ale be brewed and candles made and
saddles fashioned and stone shaped in the workshops outside the house. Hammers
and mallets were silent now. Chairs and beds were empty; tankards of silver and gold
were locked in glass cases. The great wings of silence beat up and down the country
house.
Virginia Woolf, Orlando (1928).
In this passage from Orlando (1928), Virginia Woolf laments the spiritual death of a fictional
country house. It is a house based closely on the ancestral home of her friend and romantic
interest, Vita Sackville-West, wherein the former hubbub of servant activity, echoed in the
beating of a flock of birds’ wings, juxtaposes eerily with the now silent architectural “great
wings” of the house itself. Despite this apparent fusing of imagined house and historical
reality, an enduring requirement of country house life is the presence of country house
servants. As the extract by Woolf suggests, the presence of a symbiotic and hierarchical
community, a group whose collective goal is to support and maintain the house and estate
that in turn sustains them, is absolutely vital. In practical terms, the historic country house
could not have survived without servants: ideologically and functionally, a country house
community guided by paternalistic benevolence required them. The twentieth century saw a
change in fortune for the English country house, and the disappearance of service as an
occupation and way of life. The material conditions that necessitated a large, country house
community have since departed, and this idealised community, from Duke to scullery maid,
now exists largely in the realm of the imagination.
The symbiotic community to which servants belong is a fundamental tenet of the
country house ideal, which underpins the genre. Sharon Young notes that “at its most basic
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level, the genre constructs and maintains an ideal community.”1 Since the ideal relies
absolutely on the presence of this “stable, hierarchic, and ‘natural’”2 serving community, it
seems discrepant for servants to perform a largely silent role in a tradition that otherwise
celebrates the English country house. One possible suggestion for this state of affairs lies
with the origins, development and constraints of the country house genre itself.
Consequently, certain members of the country house community may be effaced or
appropriated to suit a text’s ideological function. Therefore, it is argued that servant
representation in the English country house tradition is shaped by the country house ideal,
and by the genre in which it operates.
The country house genre sustains textually what the country house community once
sustained physically. As such, the exploration of country house servant representation here
must operate within the parameters of the genre, and its guiding ideals. Critic Jeremy Rosen’s
work on minor-character elaboration offers a means of viewing the relationship between
genre and the reclamation of marginalised figures. Rosen notes that the process of expanding
minor characters “initially seem[s] to brim with the potential to facilitate a radical critique of
the literary tradition for neglecting subaltern perspectives,” thus constituting a political act of
redressing past wrongs or criticising social systems.3 However, Rosen offers several
arguments against this initial, problematic assumption, and explains that there need be no
other motive for minor-character elaboration than “a broad spirit of liberal pluralist
inclusiveness.”4 Similarly, by amplifying or illuminating the servant presence, this study does
not aim to reclaim subaltern narratives or criticise the landed classes’ status-placement
system. Rather, it considers how varieties of servant representation may have been shaped or
influenced by the foundational ideals of the English country house tradition, which as it is
argued here, has emerged as a recognisable genre type in its own right. Rosen notes that
information about minor characters can “be gleaned from the sustained and in-depth study of
a genre, especially when a history of the evolution of literary forms is combined with cultural
history and a literary sociology of the material conditions under which such forms circulate.”5
1

Sharon Young, “Visiting the Country House: Generic Innovation in Mary Leapor’s
Crumble-Hall,” Tulsa Studies in Women’s Literature 34, no. 1 (2015): 52.
2
Hugh Jenkins, Feigned Commonwealths: The Country-House Poem and the
Fashioning of the Ideal Community (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1998), 12.
3
Jeremy Rosen, Minor Characters Have Their Day: Genre and the Contemporary
Literary Marketplace (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), 5,
http:/doi.org/10.7312/rose17744.
4
Ibid., 5.
5
Ibid.
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Thus, the development of the genre is an important factor in the way servants are represented,
and the ways in which those representations have been shaped or influenced by the
underpinning “country house ideal.”
1650 was an auspicious year in the development of the English country house literary
tradition. Shortly after Cromwell’s return from Ireland, a twenty-nine-year-old poet, Andrew
Marvell, accompanied Lord Fairfax to Appleton House to tutor the nobleman’s young
daughters. Fairfax disapproved of the King’s recent execution, and retired to “busy himself
with the proper pursuits of a reclusive country gentleman” namely, the study of history,
languages and poetry.6 The country house environs would prove equally stimulating for his
employee. During the next two years, Marvell would compose “most of the pastoral poetry
for which he is today chiefly read and remembered.”7 In his country house poem, “Appleton
House,” Marvell praises the neatly ordered, microcosmic estate of Appleton as a place of
safety that emerges from the cleansing flood of England’s Civil War. In the penultimate
stanza, Marvell writes of the estate:
‘Tis not, what it was once, the world,
But a rude heap together hurled,
All negligently overthrown,
Gulfs, deserts, precipes, stone.
Your lesser world contains the same,
But in more decent order tame:
You Heaven’s centre, nature’s lap,
And Paradise’s only map.8
In these lines, the country house microcosm rearranges all the elements of the chaotic, outer
world, imposing upon them a kind of order. Marvell alludes not only to the physical features
of the place, but to the decent order in which the country house community arranges itself, a
community made up (amongst other things) of aristocrats, gentleman tutors, and servants.
Nowhere else would one find the elements of house, garden, woods, and wilderness in perfect

6

David Ormerod and Christopher Wortham, Pastoral and Lyric Poems 1681, David
Ormerod and Christopher Wortham, eds. Perth: University of Western Australia Press,
2000), xii.
7
Ibid.
8
Andrew Marvell, “Upon Appleton House,” in Pastoral and Lyric Poems 1681, eds.
David Ormerod and Christopher Wortham (Perth: University of Western Australia
Press, 2000), 269.
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accord, nor residing in such close quarters the full gamut of English society. By attributing
Edenic qualities to the English country house, Marvell was building on the work of the
previous generation of country house poets in praising an aristocratic patron via their estate.
By the second half of the seventeenth century, the country house poem already belonged to a
burgeoning literary tradition; the physical English country house was several centuries into
its development as an institution, and the country house community was approaching the
minutely stratified organisation of the Victorian country house. The country house genre, the
country house institution, and the country house community overlap and are contributory to
the country house ideal, which contains in itself many ideas that are distinct, but not
disparate. Any new iteration of the imagined country house, including Marvell’s poem, is
informed by both the broader tradition and the historical moment from which it was forged.
Accordingly, the long view of the country house genre regards each imagined house as both a
single step in the development of a centuries-old tradition, and as a product of its immediate
context. If that is the case, then servant representation in the English country house tradition
is shaped by the underlying ideal, and the genre in which it operates.
Hugh Jenkins, when describing the idealised community in Ben Jonson’s “To
Penshurst,” notes that the ways in which this poem and others in the genre “have created their
ideal communities… has been the subject of much debate.”9 Contributing to this debate, this
thesis considers the role of servants in the construction of that ideal community. Accordingly,
this thesis examines moments of servant representation and self-representation within the
English country house genre, concentrating on retrospective texts set in the early twentieth
century. It contends that a servant presence is both determined by the parameters of the
English country house genre, and is vital to the success of the imagined English country
house within the textual tradition. It is therefore concerned with the authenticity and type of
servant presence across a variety of texts. Specifically, this thesis examines the relationship
between country house servants and the nature of the country house ideal; a literary notion
that critic Malcolm Kelsall describes as, “a cultural inheritance passed on in the realm of the
imagination.”10
Between the opening and the middle of the twentieth century, the English country
house underwent considerable social, economic and cultural change, until it no longer existed

9

Jenkins, Feigned Commonwealths, 3.
Malcolm Kelsall, The Great Good Place: The Country House and English Literature
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1992), 168.
10
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in its pre-war form.11 Kelsall acknowledges that for early-twentieth-century writers in
particular, the ideal English country house “was no longer the centre of the social community
but rather an imaginative idea communicated between appreciative minds.”12 The ideal will
be detailed in Chapter Two, circumscribed by the notion of a distinct country house genre,
which will provide the underpinning framework for this study (as explored further in this
introductory chapter). To offer a working definition, the country house ideal may be seen as a
shared cultural understanding of the perfect English country house and what it might
symbolise.13 Its symbolic potential is frequently linked to notions of community, continuity,
hospitality and stability. A composite of historical practice, cultural perception, and literary
corroboration, the ideal has developed over the centuries since the birth of the country house
genre as early as 1611. It is informed by even earlier, feudal practices of estate management.
Its expressions are typically conservative, privilege a system of paternalistic benevolence,
and praise a mutually beneficial relationship between landowners, employees and the estate
itself. The ideal is iterative, amorphous and adaptable by nature: in each new textual
representation of the country house, what is “ideal” may be different, depending on the
specific context.14 One of the fascinations with depictions of the English country house,
whether by servants or non-servants, is that they are all negotiating what it embodies. Thus,
the ideal can incorporate new elements, generated perhaps by moments of social mobility or
disruption, and yet remain familiar.15 Notably, the country house ideal has evolved into a
largely upper-and upper-middle-class construct that eclipses servants’ presence and
experiences. The erasure of servants finds its precedent in the classical pastoral and georgic
modes, from which the country house genre is derived.16
Rosen, who argues that genre parameters provide recognisable and transferrable
infrastructure for reimagining minor or marginalised characters,17 provides the material for
the conceptual framework employed throughout this thesis. On the basis of Rosen’s argument
concerning minor character development within the bounds of an established genre, it
11

James Lees-Milne, “The Country House in Our Heritage,” in The Destruction of the
Country House, ed. Roy Strong (London: Thames and Hudson, 1974), 11.
12
Kelsall, Great Good Place, front dustcover.
13
Richard Gill, Happy Rural Seat: The English Country House and the Literary
Imagination (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1972), 14.
14
Ibid.
15
Kelsall, Great Good Place, dustcover.
16
William Alexander McClung, “The Country-House Arcadia,” Studies in the History
of Art 25 (1989): 277.
17
Rosen, Minor Characters Have Their Day, 6.
5

explores the possibility that textual perpetuation of the country house ideal is enabled by
universally understood elements that make up what is frequently called the country house
tradition, and that serve to establish the parameters of a distinguishable country house genre.
The recognisable components of this genre in turn allow certain ideas and assumptions to
emerge about the largely marginalised and silenced population of country house servants,
both real and fictionalised, as represented in published texts across a range of forms from
poetry to novels to memoir. As established above, the underlying aim is not to seek redress
for faulty or inadequate representation, or even to challenge historic subjugation, but rather to
encourage inclusivity and to enrich certain perspectives within the genre. Instead, this thesis
aspires to a hermeneutic of faith, insofar as it aims to restore meaning to the genre.18
Accordingly, examining the origins, developments and tropes of the country house genre
helps to explain how the textual tradition may have developed to include or exclude certain
voices.
Rosen considers literary genres in terms of their historical and cultural development,
viewing them not as “static categories or corpuses, established groups of texts that abide by
fixed sets of rules,” but as a set of texts that are “nonetheless made up of typified, codifiable
practices that constitute norms.”19 Most importantly, Rosen views “genres empirically and
historically, as dynamic practices that grow out of other genres and transform over time as
new instances retain some features while adapting or discarding others.”20 In her study of the
seventeenth-century country house poem, critic Heather Dubrow also suggests that literary
history and generic analysis ought to be combined, to better understand “why certain genres
flourished when they did and how they shaped and were shaped by the temper of their
age…”21 As mentioned already in relation to Marvell’s poem “Appleton House,” it will be
argued that the country house tradition has developed and expanded over time, incorporating
new elements and discarding others, while still retaining a recognisable, “codifiable” set of
norms that in textual terms may be considered a genre.22 This view is echoed by Alastair
Fowler in Kinds of Literature,23 where he “captures the fact that genres are flexible
18

Ruthellen Josselson, “The Present of the Past: Dialogues with Memory Over Time,”
Journal of Personality 77, no. 3 (2009): 652.
19
Ibid., 11.
20
Ibid., 21.
21
Heather Dubrow, “The Country House Poem: A Study in Generic Development,”
Genre 12 (1979): 153.
22
Rosen, Minor Characters Have Their Day, 11.
23
Alistair Fowler, Kinds of Literature: An Introduction to the Theory of Genres and
Modes (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1982).
6

technologies rather than stable categories with characteristic elegance.”24 Such a malleable
view of genre is helpful to understanding the re-imagination of the country house ideal,
reliant as it is on encoded norms for its continued comprehension and perpetuation.
G. R. Hibbard determined in 1956 that the country house tradition in its strictest form
was comprised of six poems by four poets: “To Penshurst” (1616) and “To Sir Robert
Wroth,” (1616) by Ben Jonson; “A Panegyrick to Sir Lewis Pemberton” (1648) by Robert
Herrick; “To Saxham,” (1640) and “To my friend G. N. from Wrest” (1640) by Thomas
Carew; and “Upon Appleton House” (1651) by Andrew Marvell.25 This initial grouping has
since been extended to include the 1611 poem “To Cookham,” written by Amelia Lanier
about Margaret Clifford, the Countess of Cumberland, with whom the poet resided at
Cookham Dean in 1605.26 Writing in 1979, Heather Dubrow also includes only the
aforementioned poems in the genre.27 Similarly, Hugh Jenkins in 1998 describes the genre as
“relatively short-lived but lastingly influential,” and includes only these seventeenth-century
poems.28 As an early representative of this group, “To Penshurst” appeared in 1616 when the
culture of patronage saw the production of works which “in their strictest form, congratulate
a family drawn from the rural aristocracy or landed gentry on its way of life.”29
Characteristically resisting social change, these earliest poems celebrate the aristocratic and
symbiotic practices of estate management, while acting as a “rearguard defense of feudal
society against an encroaching capitalism.”30
Following the initial staking out of the country house poem parameters by Hibbard in
1956, a subsequent expansion of a country house genre ensued. Alastair Fowler discusses the
parameters of the country house poem thirty years later in 1986, exploring possible markers
of content such as including the estate in addition to the house, and the ages of the depicted
24

Rosen, Minor Characters Have Their Day, 45.
G. R. Hibbard, “The Country House Poem of the Seventeenth Century,” Journal of
the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 19, no. 1 (1956): 159.
26
Margaret Ferguson, Mary Jo Salter, and John Stallworthy, eds. The Norton Anthology
of Poetry (New York: W. W. Norton, 2005), 288. Lanyer’s work was only discovered
in 1954 by John Buxton, and may not have been familiar to Hibbard. Buxton
introduced Lanyer’s “Salve Deus Rex Judaeorum,” in Sir Philip Sidney and the English
Renaissance (London Macmillan: 1954), but her work received little critical attention
until 1973, when historian A. L. Rowse proposed that Lanyer was Shakespeare’s Dark
Lady. It is therefore possible that Hibbard was not aware of “To Cookham.”
27
Dubrow, “Country House Poem,” 153.
28
Jenkins, Feigned Commonwealths, 3.
29
Christopher Wortham, “‘A Happy Rural Seat’: Milton’s Paradise Lost and the
English Country House Poem,” Parergon 9 (1991): 137.
30
Evett, “Country House in English Renaissance Poetry,” 328.
25
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houses. Reconsidering the parameters of the country house genre, Fowler expands the
original grouping to include a number of other seventeenth-century poems.31 Perhaps most
importantly, Fowler sets the grouping of country house texts within “the context of genre,”32
establishing a precedent for viewing the country house tradition as engendering a distinct
genre. Heather Dubrow identifies specific “architectural and socio-economic” trends during
the early-seventeenth century that facilitated the country house poem, such as the appearance
of “prodigy houses” throughout the previous century.33 Conversely, Fowler outlines the
difficulties associated with seeking an origin for the country house genre within the diverse
historical contexts connected with the country house, which are so numerous and overlapping
as to provide no definite moment that “so abruptly” produced the genre around 1612.34 A
genre that develops in conjunction with historic practice is an important idea, one that will be
revisited in Chapter Two when considering the feudal origins of the ideal. Echoing Rosen’s
assertion that genres develop “empirically and historically,”35 Fowler urges “historical
interpretation of the development of the estate poem,” due to the number of “diachronic
shifts” and “differences between individual poets and styles.”36
More recently, the country house genre has expanded, with Malcolm Kelsall firmly
including twentieth-century novels in the tradition. These include Evelyn Waugh’s
Brideshead Revisited (1945), E M Forster’s Howard’s End (1910), D. H. Lawrence’s Lady
Chatterly’s Lover (1928), and more recent works such as Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of
the Day (1989). Other examples emerge in the intervening centuries: Samuel Richardson’s
The History of Charles Grandison (1753), Walter Scott’s Waverley (1814) and Jane Austen’s
Mansfield Park (1814) could all be considered part of the country house genre.37 In her 2015
thesis, Barbara Williams co-opts Kelsall’s argument to include modern country house novels
among the tradition, such as Ian McEwan’s Atonement (2001), Sarah Water’s The Little
31

Alastair Fowler, “Country House Poems: The Politics of a Genre,” The Seventeenth
Century 1 (1986): 1. Fowler lists George MacKenzie’s “Caelia’s Country-house and
closet,” an anonymous 1679 Harleian poem on Belvoir Castle, Charles Cotton’s praise
of Chatsworth in The Wonders of the Peak, Richard Lovelace’s “Amyntor’s Grove,”
Cowley’s “Of Solitude,” Roland Watkyn’s “Upon the Golden Grove,” and Edmund
Waller’s “At Penshurst,” “On St James’s Park,” and “Upon Her Majesty’s New
Buildings at Somerset House.”
32
Fowler, “Country House Poems,” 1.
33
Dubrow, “Country House Poem,” 154.
34
Fowler, “Country House Poems,” 2.
35
Rosen, Minor Characters Have Their Day, 21.
36
Fowler, “Country House Poems,” 13.
37
Kelsall, The Great Good Place, 8.
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Stranger (2009) and Alan Hollinghurst’s The Stranger’s Child (2011).38 Kelsall’s position is
that “there is no firm division between the visual arts and literature. Nor is there a clear
divide between what might be called ‘high culture’ and the everyday... all form an
imaginative spectrum of meaning.”39 Accordingly, late twentieth and twenty-first century
film and television dramas may also belong to the tradition, and contribute to preserving the
ideal. Rather than employing the phrase “literary tradition,” the inclusive term “textual
tradition,” is used throughout this study, along with “genre,” to embrace diverse text types
such as memoir and visual text.
As noted by Fowler, the physical English country house is a cultural monument in
possession of a complex history.40 Having “proved for four centuries the glory of [England’s]
heritage,”41 the English country house could be described as an accumulation of the styles
and customs of the previous five hundred years. As a result, English country houses rarely
look the same, varying dramatically in size, outlook, architectural form, and character.
Jeremy Musson finds the architectural parameters of the English country house “strangely
difficult to define.”42 The historic country house belongs to a long tradition of aristocratic
estate ownership rooted in feudalism and prolonged by capitalism. As a physical place, the
historic country house can be understood to be a space, “encoded with aesthetic, cultural, and
social relations – including those of class and power.”43 More than merely a “large house in
the country in which rich people lived,”44 country houses were show-cases, used to “entertain
support and good connections.”45 In earlier centuries, country houses (or rather their adjacent
estates) contained a “potential fighting force,”46 and as that function receded they came to
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consolidate a landowner’s image, creating an “aura of glamour, mystery or success.”47
Similarly, as the fighting “fyrd” become obsolete, servants and estate workers absorbed the
function of a status marker, illustrating a landowner’s wealth or sophistication.
Servants as a class actually suggest another means of identifying the prestige or
designation of an English country house, particularly in more recent periods. Architectural
historian Mark Girouard determines that in the late Victorian period, “the largest [country]
houses had forty or more indoor staff; anything eligible for the title of a country house was
unlikely to have less than eight.”48 The number of servants suggests a criterion surrounding
size, capacity to entertain, political influence, and the status of the occupants. As F. M. L.
Thompson observes, servants “provided a constant reminder that their master was a person of
consequence… they played an important part in exacting deference from others.”49 The
presence of servants offers one possible marker in a tradition that embraces diversity of form
while maintaining conceptual standards established by the ideal. In the early-twentiethcentury period investigated here, the presence of a servant community offers one means of
gauging the dimensions and quality of a country house.
Some familiarity with this history, along with the tropes, conventions or themes of the
country house genre, is an important part of the consumption of country house texts. Readers
and viewers supply their own information based on what they already know or understand
about the country house and its history. The idea that genre informs both the consumption
and production of a country house text will be discussed further in Chapter Two. Familiarity
with the genre also provides a means of interpreting the servant presence, or lack thereof.
Rosen notes: “Because all characters and the fictional worlds they occupy are structurally
incomplete, realist readers continually supplement texts with outside information, hanging a
referential body on the gappy structure posed by the text.”50 In other words, seeking the
servant presence is only possible with a prior understanding of the genre through which it is
filtered. Although Rosen is working in the tangential field of minor-character elaboration,
rather than looking at minor character representation in established texts, his work:
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offers to demonstrate what can be gleaned from the sustained and in-depth study of a
genre, especially when a history of the evolution of literary forms is combined with
cultural history and a literary sociology of the material conditions under which such
forms circulate.51
The following chapters draw upon a sustained study of the country house genre, and offer
some history of its evolution and cultural history.
The textual representation of the English country house servant is fundamentally
connected to the perpetuation of the country house genre and the ideal it propagates. Yet little
attention has been given to this reciprocal relationship, despite observations that a “continued
appetite [exists] amongst contemporary readers for servant narratives in a country house
setting.”52 This apparent interest in specifically servant narratives is not limited to country
house fiction and television drama, but has seen a resurgence in the production of
documentaries,53 social histories,54 and memoirs.55 Engaging with the renewed interest in the
dynamics of country house service, this study seeks out the presence of the country house
servant in a genre dominated by the voices of upper and upper-middle class writers, and asks
whether the depiction of servants within the genre is related to each author’s evocation of the
country house ideal. While an unmediated servant voice was initially preferred, it became
apparent that the development of the genre had only recently expanded beyond the upper and
middle classes to include the contributions of servant and working class authors. As the genre
privileges the voices of the upper classes, depictions of servants must necessarily be sought
through these writings, or in the relatively rare memoir texts at the periphery of the genre
proper.
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Irrespective of where this servant presence may be located, it is remarkable that the
function of such a vital group has remained unexplored in critical considerations of the
country house ideal. Supposing a Victorian family numbered between four and twelve,56 their
servants might outnumber them by four or twelve, to one. That is a significant disparity,
dictated and maintained by social hierarchies and labour practices inherited from a feudal
model, and one in which the voices of the vast majority are largely silent. Based on those
numbers alone, one might assume that servants (the numerical majority) play a significant
part in upholding the ideal, both in textual representation, and historical fact. Yet, there is a
marked discrepancy between the already established sense of the ideal via its predominantly
upper-class articulations, and servant engagement with it. When they are represented in
country house texts, servants appear in four different ways: They are often imagined, as in
Downton Abbey; historically as detected in the earliest country house poems through
analysing literary and historical contexts; they are filtered through the writings of upper-class
authors; and they are self-actualised in memoirs. Notwithstanding these four types of
representation, servants remain difficult to trace.
In terms of recent reimaginings of servants, Downton Abbey provides a pertinent
example. Released between 2010 and 2015, the series demonstrates what is possible in terms
of depicting this marginalised and absent-though-present class of characters. These recent,
filmic and televised adaptations of the country house genre are where servant autonomy
reaches its zenith. With Downton in particular, it seems that servants could be, and were,
well-developed characters who operated within, but were not entirely defined by, the country
house setting. Moreover, Downton is a country house text which, like “Appleton House” and
the many others encountered here, is shaped by both the tradition that precedes it, and the
particular context in which it is produced.
In terms of the family-servant relationship, Downton offers a reimagining that caters
to the sensibilities of a twenty-first-century audience. In this series, servants occupy a central
role in the intertwined, upstairs-downstairs narrative, with their stories and characters given
equal precedence with those of the aristocratic owners of Downton Abbey, the Crawley
family. If servants are portrayed in keeping with the democratic values of the series’
audience, they are also situated firmly in the period in which they are imagined. Almost
without exception, the occupants of the Downton estate negotiate a period of flux. Critic
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Marie Maillos suggests that, “the three [Crawley] daughters are indeed caught between two
worlds – a world that is passing, where women had little decision-making power, and a new
world that is not really quite open to them yet.”57 She cites the activities of the Crawley
sisters, who frequently push the boundaries of respectable occupations for upper-class
women. However, the same is true of servant characters. Many of the choices they make are
framed by these changing social mores: what they can and cannot do is frequently determined
by how far the boundaries of social expectation have shifted.
Servants experience or negotiate change across the six series, and for many, their
character arcs are connected to the sense of social change that defined the period. For many,
modernity equates to more varied life choices, and servants frequently address the changing
fortunes of the country house. For example, kitchen maid, Daisy, occupies a liminal space
between the traditional, almost-feudal world of country house service, and the modern world
of education, a Labour government and women’s emancipation. As she expresses to Lord
Grantham, “Maybe I’ll stay a cook all my life, but I have choices now, interests, facts at my
fingertips.”58 Daisy develops into a young widow with ambition, an education and a
prospective inheritance, and there is a strong sense that she will not remain in the kitchen
forever. This transitional context informs the trajectories of two other servants, Gwen
Dawson and Thomas Barrow, both of whom act upon their desires and ambitions within this
unsettled context.
The precise nature of former servant, Gwen Dawson’s ascension to a telephone
industry secretary, is a deliberate concession to the spirit of transition and progression that
characterises Downton. Like the Crawley daughters, Gwen too is caught between changing
ideals of professional womanhood. She is something of a pioneer, becoming a secretary even
before the outbreak of World War I; a moment widely regarded as pivotal for women in the
workforce.59 When Mrs Crawley later hears of Gwen’s career path, she particularly notes the
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possibility of its occurrence in their transitional time period, by contrast with the
opportunities available to women in the previous century: “It seems marvellous to me, you
leave service, and go into government, now you’re married to a prominent man, what a
twentieth-century story!”60 As soon as she announces her intention to become a secretary,
Gwen is caught between the community of servants and her aspiration to leave service
behind, challenging preconceptions about the possibilities for working women. Her imprecise
status is further illuminated when she returns to the house as Mrs Harding in series five.
Reminded of her time as a housemaid, she is unsure whether she has the right to be there in
her new position of upper-middle-class philanthropist’s wife. The figure of “Gwen the
housemaid” looms large, as she is made to negotiate the relative privileges of the former
“Gwen” and the current “Mrs Harding.”
Thomas Barrow, footman-turned-butler, is another perpetually liminal figure, both in
terms of his profession and his personal identity. Caught between the old system of deference
to the aristocracy, and the seductive possibilities of the modern age, he is a transitional figure
for a transitional era, but one who ultimately aligns with tradition, despite his earlier
resistance to class-based deference. This sense of transition defines his career, throughout
which he frequently changes roles and occupies temporary jobs, or “acting” positions in his
search for promotion. Barrow begins life at pre-war Downton as the first footman, and
progresses to become a medic, an acting-sergeant, a black-marketer, a footman again, an
acting-valet, an under butler, the acting butler, and finally, the butler. He often occupies
impermanent roles: acting-sergeant is not his true rank, but one awarded for convenience
while Downton is a hospital; his interludes as acting-valet are conditional on the legitimate
absences of others. In 1925, the position of under butler was considered increasingly
obsolete, a post that Mr Carson describes as “fragrant with memories of a lost world.”61 Often
literally in between jobs, there are moments when Barrow’s future at the abbey appears
uncertain, and he must beg to be allowed to stay. His fragility is partly linked to the
transitional nature of the era and the limitations of his skill set. Where Gwen was able to
master the new skill of typing, Barrow’s training is in service, and to some extent, this
determines his path. His abortive stints as an army medic and a businessman suggest that his
aptitude and experience best suit him to a life of service.
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Barrow is also one of the most persistently liminal figures in a social sense: he is both
an outsider because of his unkindness, and unkind because he is an outsider. The series gives
sustained attention to his character arc as he attempts to manage his personal situation within
the inevitable social constraints. Plotlines involving his homosexuality bring into stark relief
the illegal and precarious nature of his existence62 as he himself remarks, “All my life
they’ve... pushed me around... just ‘cause I’m different”; accounting for both his viciousness
and ambition.63 His conflicting and contradictory nature is part of his vexed being: his
reflexive cruelty wars with the desire for people to like him. His calm defence of his sexuality
to Mr Carson (“I am not foul”)64 wars with self-loathing (attempting conversion therapy, then
suicide). His abhorrence of the country house hierarchy (in spite of his employers’, albeit
improbable, direct efforts to conceal his sexuality from law enforcement) conflicts with his
internalisation of it, and his desire to succeed within it. Compounding his outsider status is
the sense that he is neither really part of the servants’ community at Downton, nor part of any
other family community. However, there is an increasing sense as the series progresses that
Barrow seeks to reconcile his warring sides in order to maintain his place within the country
house. Ultimately, Downton is the closest thing he has to a home, something he rails against
and clings to in equal measure, even admitting to the housekeeper, Mrs Hughes, in one of his
more vulnerable moments, that Downton “is the first place I’ve found where I’ve laid down
some roots.”65 Key to Barrow’s rehabilitation is the resolution of this liminality: by genuinely
adopting his role in the house he gains a sense of identity, belonging, and place.
Barrow’s journey is not without historical precedent. Servant memoirist Eric Horne
undergoes a similar apprenticeship in the English country house, then has several failed
attempts at alternative careers. As seen in Chapter Five, Horne rails against those social and
economic structures that support the country house, and dictate the status of its human
occupants. It would seem that Barrow’s storyline is therefore at least partly grounded in
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historical reality; that his development as an Edwardian country house servant reflects some
degree of authentic representation of country house staff.
As a housemaid who becomes a secretary, Gwen Dawson’s trajectory is one of
working-class ambition sanctioned by upper-class employers. Compared to Thomas Barrow,
her transformation and promotion are acceptable because they take place outside the
hierarchy of the abbey. She does not subvert or threaten the order within the aristocraticallycontrolled realm of the country house. At the end of Gwen’s arc, she achieves her goal and
the hierarchy of the house is left intact, maintaining the illusion of a house untouched by
external progress. This is part of the mythologising or suspension of the country house at this
moment in history: the external world progresses with the help of people like Gwen, but the
rhythms of Downton remain constant due to the efforts of servants like Barrow.
A distinction must be made between the reimagined country house, which characters
like Barrow support, and the historical reality for actual houses resembling Downton.
Barrow’s eventual promise of perpetuity creates two divergent paths. One allows the ideal
country house to continue indefinitely in the realm of the imagination, and irrespective of
historical pressures. The other path is that offered by history: it is somewhat sobering to
realise that while, historically speaking, a butler like Barrow might have attempted to stem
the tide, there was every chance he would have found himself working in a crumbling, midcentury country house as a butler-turned-odd-job man. This was the fate of actual butlers,
George Washington and Edwin Lee (further discussed in Chapter Five). Until 1966,
Washington worked almost singlehandedly for the third Viscount Astor, formerly of
Cliveden, a home comparable in size and status to Downton, and was saddened by the “decay
in standards of service.”66 Lee was a direct contemporary of the fictional Barrow; he also
fought in France, and was not unlike Downton’s butler, Carson, in terms of his towering
reputation. The younger Washington was sensible of a kind of degradation suffered by the
once-formidable Lee: it was “pathetic to see someone of Mr Lee’s stature, a man accustomed
to commanding an army of servants, having to roll up his sleeves and do menial jobs.”67
Although at the end of the series Barrow represents a safe pair of hands to guide
Downton into the mid-twentieth century, this conclusion is historically fantastical. In light of
historical counterparts, Barrow has accepted not only the position of butler, but also an
66

George Washington, “The Hall Boy’s Story,” in Gentlemen’s Gentlemen: My
Friends in Service, True Stories of Life Below Stairs, ed. Rosina Harrison (London:
Sphere, 2015), 245.
67
Ibid.
16

impossible task: that of maintaining the Edwardian English country house against an
inevitable historical outcome, whether this be National Trust management or re-purposing as
a school or hotel. However, the fact that Barrow’s promise to sustain Downton in her former
glory is unrealistic is precisely the point. He is upholding an ideal within a fictional space;
one that disregards historical reality and allows the ideal to continue in spite of history.
Barrow’s story does not continue on into the post-war era, but ends in 1925 when the promise
of a continuation of the ideal country house remained a possibility.
Downton Abbey, with its cast of fully-developed servants driving and manipulating
the plotlines both above and below stairs, suggests one extreme of servant representation
seldom realised in textual representations of the English country house. For this reason, the
series provides a benchmark for the possibilities of servant representation, and counters the
tendency to elide servant presence. Against this example of overt presence sits the opposite
pole of servant absence that characterises the genre. Though not completely erased, servant
characters are often marginalised in texts dealing with the English country house community
to a degree that does not reflect their actual contribution to functioning country houses. The
texts examined in the following chapters vary from those that engage obliquely or minimally
with the servant presence, to those where a more detailed servant voice may be found.
This thesis examines texts written by country house owners, alongside novels written
by upper-middle class authors, in conjunction with the memoirs of country house servants.
Vita Sackville-West’s The Edwardians (1930) is considered together with Evelyn Waugh’s
Brideshead Revisited (1945), the memoir of country house servant Frederick Gorst, Of
Carriages and Kings (1956), and a representative body of available country house servants’
memoirs (1923-2012). These selected texts are written by people looking back upon the
English country house with an awareness of its passing vitality. This retrospection makes it
possible to illuminate the decline of the country house and subsequent maintenance of the
imagined ideal, specifically through the representation of or by servants. Written in 1930,
Vita Sackville-West’s The Edwardians returns to the country house of 1905. Evelyn Waugh’s
1945 novel Brideshead Revisited returns to houses of the nineteen-twenties. The servant
memoirists who published between 1923 and 2013 reflect on their lives in service between
1870 and 1980, and Frederick Gorst’s memoirs, published in 1956, span 1881 to
approximately 1912. Further, in keeping with the nature of the country house genre and its
pastoral and georgic antecedents, the chosen texts all manage the anxiety surrounding the
preservation of the ideal from various retrospective positions, made more complex by
specific moments of contemporary uncertainty familiar to the contemporary audience.
17

The difference in standards of service between the period depicted (loosely 18701945) and the period from which the country house has been remembered and immortalised
(1923-2013) mirrors the overall decline of the actual English country house. Servant numbers
offer a representative measure of decline. In 1870, “a great house required forty or fifty
servants”68 to function; a small army of retainers. However, by the post-war period, it was
quite common for even the largest houses to manage with just one or two live-in servants.69
The social changes of the twentieth century saw the dismantling of the country house and its
incumbent communities: the servants’ hall now exists only in the fictional or remembered
English country house. As the real or historic servant presence declined, interest in both
servants’ authentic voice and thoughtful representation correspondingly increased, suggesting
that servants are a group that attract a peculiar fascination, and are vital to current
understandings of the English country house.
The context of decline during the first half of the twentieth century provides a focal
point for this study. Not only is social change a helpful prism through which to view the ideal
and its survival, but also it represents the moment when the ideal country house community
faded from reality and became the purview of the textual tradition. There are several social
and political developments throughout the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries that
are relevant to the decline of the country house. They are explored in more detail in the
appropriate chapters, but the general outline is sketched here. Historian David Cannadine
writes that during the early twentieth century, “the changes overwhelmingly outweigh the
continuities, as five centuries of aristocratic history and hegemony were irrevocably reversed
in less than one hundred years.”70 Social, economic and political changes gradually eroded
the frameworks that supported the English country house during the nineteenth century and
pre-war period. Malcolm Kelsall attributes the decentralisation of the country house as a
national institution to “the radicalization [sic.] of politics and progressive acts of
parliamentary reform” that “undermined the power base of the old aristocracy.”71 Roy
Strong, renowned historical country house and gardens expert, suggests that country houses
were “artefacts created for a system of society which has vanished, from which power moved
politically as long ago as the Great Reform Bill [1832], and locally with the creation of the

68

Thompson, English Landed Society, 187.
Washington, “Hall Boy’s Story,” 245.
70
David Cannadine, The Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy (New York:
Random House, 1999), 5.
71
Kelsall, Great Good Place, 155.
69

18

country and rural district councils.”72 In terms of land ownership, after World War I,
“between 1918 and 1922 a quarter of the land area of England and Wales changed hands,”
indicating the effects of death duties and the agricultural depression.73 As the 1974 exhibition
“Destruction of the Country House” revealed, between 1874 and 1974 over a thousand
country houses were demolished.74
Cynthia Asquith (1887-1960), writer and daughter of the 11th Earl of Wemyss,
describes the country houses of her childhood as she remembered them in the mid-twentieth
century. Her sentiments summarise both the enduring qualities of the country house, but also
the sense of decline that characterised the era:
The haunting beauty of many old country houses, the glory of their gardens, the
harmony of their atmosphere, was not only the very slow growth of time, it was a still
living growth, for each generation, holding its inheritance in trust, would contribute
something before passing it on. This unbroken continuity gave you a curiously
soothing, reassuring sense, not so much of “tradition,” but of stability, order,
civilisation. Above all it gave the illusion of permanence. Illusion, I say advisedly, for
illusion it was. Scarcely one of those houses of which I have so many happy
memories now survives as a home. From nearly every one of them the turn of the
wheel has evicted the family to whom it belonged– or seemed then to belong.75
Asquith’s reminiscence speaks to the ideal’s tenets of order, stability, and continuity, and also
to the sense of custodianship, which ultimately became the purview of the textual space.
Most importantly, between her Edwardian childhood and 1956 when she was writing,
Asquith sensed that the former permanence surrounding the English country house had
dissolved. As the social structures that supported the country house fell away, it became
necessary to preserve a vanished reality and an increasingly superseded ideal within a textual
space.
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The eclectic, but deliberate, grouping of texts explored in this thesis is based on their
engagement with the servant presence, and its bearing on the “sympathetic vision”76 of the
country house ideal. In this selection of texts, non-servant authors represent servants, and
servants represent themselves in their memoirs. The selected texts feature significant servant
representation by non-servant authors, or self-representation by servant memoirists. From the
inherent differences in perspective and agency embodied by these diverse text types, a more
complex and complete view of the servant role materialises. As well as being diverse, textual
experiences of the English country house are layered. In her exploration of the complex
intertextuality of Vita Sackville-West’s biographical legacy, Amber Regis suggests that the
house and estate of “Sissinghurst [Sackville-West’s country house and garden] and its
inhabitants emerge from [an] accumulated textuality, constructed through multiple
narratives.”77 This sense of accumulation and varied sources offers a lens through which to
view the survival of the country house ideal. Just as Sissinghurst emerges from SackvilleWest’s diaries, published and unpublished novels, account books, letters and posthumous
biography written by her son, so too does the fictional English country house take shape from
a mosaic of poetry, novels, memoirs, films, conduct manuals, artwork, artefacts, and
historical records. Regis’s notion of an “accumulated textuality” underpins the text choices
and positioning of the ideal throughout this thesis. Rosen espouses a similarly inclusive
stance when grouping texts to understand a genre, suggesting that: “If one is interested in a
genre as a historically existing cultural phenomenon, then it is desirable to consider related
forms of production in different media.”78 In the context of the English country house, that
interest extends to television drama and memoir, in addition to the more familiar novels or
poems. Furthermore, the advent of the textual country house from various sources is
appropriate for a textual tradition predicated on “natural excrescence,” whereby the country
house seemed to have sprouted “by organic process from the English soil.”79
Colonial transfigurations of the English country house fall outside the scope of this
study, especially where the double-othering suggested by a servant being both working-class
and from a subjugated nation would take the discussion beyond the proposed evidentiary
base. Similarly, the consideration of servants whose marginalisation stems from racial or
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religious differences also exceeds the scope of this thesis, but are important to acknowledge.
Examples of doubly-marginalised country house servants include the 20,000 Jewish women
who entered England before the Second World War on domestic service visas,80 black
servants such as Grace Robinson who worked as a laundry maid at Knole in the seventeenth
century,81 Indian servants who returned to Britain with their East India Company employers
during the second half of the nineteenth century,82 and Irish servants employed in the “Big
Houses” owned by the Anglo-Irish across Ireland. The ensuing discussion is prone to AngloCentrism, but with good cause. The lineage of the tradition, not to mention its proponents, is
robustly English, white, upper and working class: this enquiry is primarily concerned with the
idealisation of a particularly English space steeped in English history. While there are
instances of ethnic minorities working in the English country house, this is not reflected by
the insular textual tradition. Barbara Williams notes that the contemporary English country
house novel, like its generic predecessors, “is problematically elitist in its depictions of
race.”83 This observation extends to other text types as reflected in the selection used in this
thesis. The resulting Anglo-centrism of this study is in keeping with the evidence to hand as
to the make-up of English country house servant populations and moreover, enables the
amplification of the voices captured within the texts examined, while avoiding undue
historical revisionism or speculation.
Despite its focus on the early twentieth-century, this thesis is written with an
awareness that these texts merely represent a moment in a centuries-long textual and living
tradition. Patterns emerge throughout this long continuum, framing the country house genre
within its classical and feudal antecedents, and drawing on occasional examples across the
four centuries of the English textual tradition while retaining a focus on the early-twentieth
century. Chapter Two, titled “Supporting the Country House Ideal: Servant Absence in the
Country House Genre,” explores the development of the genre to underpin the ideas
discussed in the proceeding chapters. It traces the development of the country house ideal as
a recognisable construct, via scholarship of the English country house. This chapter discusses
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the precedent for erasing labour in the classical pastoral and georgic modes, which partially
explains the invisibility of servants in the country house tradition. Countering the pastoral
heritage, the feudal “great house” inspires the romantic notion of a cohesive household bound
together by loyal servants. Finally, this chapter includes a review of the current state of
scholarship surrounding the English country house servant at the beginning of the twentieth
century, establishing some important assumptions that will be relevant to the succeeding
chapters.
Chapter Three, “Serving the Edwardian Ideal: Symbiotic Communities in Vita
Sackville-West’s The Edwardians,” turns to the filtered representation of servants in a
depiction of the ideal country house by an aristocratic country house owner. Sackville-West
portrays servants as integral to the sense of symbiotic community and continuity that derives
from the feudal arrangement of co-dependency and paternalistic benevolence. This chapter
moves to the concept of surveillance in the Edwardian country house, looking to the
structures, both physical and ideological, that ensure servants uphold the values of the
country house. Building on this theme, the chapter then deals with the mirroring of the wider
social hierarchy in the servants’ hall and its implications in terms of servants replicating the
values, ideals and standards of their employers.
Chapter Four, “Questioning the Ideal: Evelyn Waugh’s Unsettled Servants,” turns to
the changing representation of servants in Evelyn Waugh’s novels, according to Waugh’s
prevailing attitude, suggesting that servant representation may be filtered through an author’s
treatment of the country house ideal. When authors wish to deride, rather than venerate, the
fictional space of the country house, their representation of servants may offer an evocative
indication of their ideological stance. In his first novel, Decline and Fall (1928), Waugh is
able to satirise and disrupt nineteenth-century ideals relating to class hierarchies within the
country house with his cast of troublesome characters, all of whom blur the already tenuous
boundaries between servitude and gentility. Conversely, Brideshead Revisited (1945) taps
into the prevailing national sense of nostalgia for the threatened world of the interwar country
house, and appoints as its guardian the servant figure, Nanny Hawkins.
Chapter Five, titled “Remembering the Ideal: Servants’ Perspectives of the English
Country House,” turns to one of the foundational sources for this thesis; the servant memoir.
It brings together a collection of country house servants’ memoirs and considers them as a
coherent, perhaps even a cohesive, body of work, where authors articulate changing attitudes
toward service across the late Victorian, Edwardian and interwar periods and record the
perspectives of servants negotiating the decline of the country house. By describing the
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collection, outlining key dates and authors, trends relating to structure and content, the
material and psychological conditions of their production, and the ways in which these
memoirs intersect with the literature and criticism surrounding working-class
autobiographical writing, this chapter establishes the parameters of “the country house
servant memoir.” Having done so, this chapter explores the way the memoirists
retrospectively support the ideal of symbiotic community by insisting upon its value to those
who experienced it, and by asserting its validity as a workable, functioning system of welfare
and support.
The concluding chapter, titled “A Corporeal Country House Ideal: Frederick Gorst
and the Gladstone Vase,” acknowledges the corporeality of the relationship between servants
and employers, and the potential for objects to be used as a site of memory and as a scaffold
for narrative. The prefacing comments on clothing and household objects establish an
understanding of the materialities that governed the lives of servants historically. With this
contextual information, it is possible to identify moments in fiction where clothing enriches
servant representation. Drawing on several passages from servants’ memoirs, this chapter
explores the highly personal relationships that could develop between servants and the
objects for which they cared. Having corroborated and developed this assumption, the
chapter expands upon an inconspicuous, but complex, moment from the 1956 servant memoir
Of Carriages and Kings by Frederick Gorst.
Together, these six chapters explore diverse types of servant representation, while
considering how such representations may have been shaped by the country house genre and
its underpinning ideal. Adding to the “accumulated textual landscape” of the country house
ideal is the representation of literary and historical figures below stairs, whose collective aim
it was to preserve and maintain the various elements of the ideal As this thesis will show, in
retrospective depictions of the early twentieth-century country house, authors and memoirists
alike portray the servant experience as integral to preserving the country house ideal, while
operating within the confines of a recognisable genre type that itself is integral to the
maintenance of the country house tradition. Yet, these representations are not always explicit,
extensive or particularly palpable; due, in part, to the conventions of the genre in which these
authors operate. Thus, in order to trace servant presence, one must first come to terms with
the paradox of their relative absence.
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Chapter Two
Supporting the Country House Ideal: Servant Absence in the Country House Genre

But when amid such pleasing scenes I trace
The poor laborious natives of the place,
And see the mid-day sun, with fervid ray,
On their bare heads and dewy temples play;
While some, with feebler heads and fainter hearts,
Deplore their fortune, yet sustain their parts:
Then shall I dare these real ills to hide
In tinsel trappings of poetic pride?
George Crabbe, “The Village,” 1783.1
In these lines taken from his satirical-pastoral poem, “The Village,” George Crabbe
sympathises with the privations of the English peasantry, who must toil on their lords’
estates. According to Crabbe, these labourers may be glimpsed amongst pleasing scenes of
rural perfection; indeed, they are an indelible part of that world, but one merely “traced” in
the poetry that celebrates it. Romanticising labour in literary scenes set in the English
countryside was common enough to become a target for Crabbe’s satire, and its occurrence in
country house literature may be explained by examining the historical development of the
genre. Jeremy Rosen asserts that much may “be gleaned from the sustained and in-depth
study of a genre, especially when a history of the evolution of literary forms is combined with
cultural history and a literary sociology of the material conditions under which such forms
circulate.”2
Adopting Rosen’s approach, this chapter draws together the literary antecedents of the
country house tradition with what may be called “the country house ideal,” to suggest an
ever-present connection between representations of service, and the country house ideal.
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Although Crabbe’s “dewy templed” swains deplore their lowly station and its associated
hardship, they nevertheless “sustain their part.” Similarly, servants in the historic country
house had a part to play, and a role in the hierarchic community to sustain. That part, while
vital, was not always visible in the accompanying textual tradition. In his seminal work, The
Country and the City, Raymond Williams describes the imagined English country house as
an “enamelled world,”3 comprised of “inaugurate tones and images of an ideal kind,”4 and
characterised by the “magical extraction of the curse of labour.”5 It is posited here that such a
notion as a country house genre exists, has identifiable substance, and that it engenders a
particular sphere in which country house servants might be revealed and understood. Critical
discussion of the country house genre, whose lead proponents are Raymond Williams,
Alexander McClung and Alastair Fowler, frequently centres around its connection with the
georgic and pastoral modes; modes which suggest a precedent for obscuring or minimising
servant labour within country house depictions.
This chapter explores the genre’s pastoral and georgic influences, and the subsequent
development of an essentially conservative literary space. Complementing the literary
antecedents of the pastoral mode, the medieval great house sets a historic precedent for the
feudal, communal practices so valued within the country house ideal. This chapter focusses
on these pastoral, georgic and feudal influences in favour of an exhaustive survey of the
country house tradition through its renaissance, restoration, gothic, and Victorian phases.
These earlier influences are so strong as to be felt quite strikingly in the twentieth century,
and finding nothing to contradict or overwrite them in the intervening centuries, there is
every reason to focus on them here. Scholarship in the field of working-class life writing
suggests that the recognisable elements of the country house genre may reveal aspects of the
typically elided country house servant, who can nevertheless be glimpsed through the results
of their labour. Finally, this chapter sketches a representative outline of the experiences of
late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century country house servants, reviewing the current
state of scholarship surrounding the country house and the country house servant during this
critical time period. As such, this chapter comes to terms with the central paradox: namely,
why servant representation remains oblique when their population forms a critical mass in the
historic, country house community.
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In her 2016 doctoral thesis, Tereza Topolovská writes that the physical form of the
country house, which is “prone to evolution and change,”6 is of secondary importance to its
ideological function:
A sense of community as regards the country house has always played a key role in
its literary conception. Country house poems promoted an idealised form of
community life. They celebrated a somewhat rigidly stipulated, nevertheless happily
accepted social hierarchy, where each and every member understood his or her
position and the importance of its maintenance for the functioning of the community
of the country house.7 [Emphasis added].
Having reached this conclusion by studying Vita Sackville-West’s writing, Topolovská
places community at the heart of the ideal. Building on the existence of a hierarchical
community, is the sense that every member of said community is invested in the collective
goal of maintaining the country house.
The hierarchical community cannot be considered without including the country
house servant. Servants form an integral majority of that idealised community, in which
every member understood their contribution to the maintenance of the country house. “The
Victorians [for example] tended to employ more gardeners, keepers, foresters and estate
workers than in previous generations.”8 Although all of these employees “did not eat in the
servants’ hall” they were nevertheless part of the wider service-based community of the
estate.9 A high degree of functional interdependence existed between country house owners
and their servants. Historian Jessica Gerard notes that in order for an estate to function, both
employers and employees had to share “collective goals of maintaining the establishment,”
and hold “common cultural values, loyal to a traditional hierarchical social order based on
authority and deference.”10 This “collective goal” is central to the manner in which the
English country house has been represented in fiction. Servants are a recognisable component
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of the fictionalised country house, in which a tight-knit community resists external change in
favour of tradition. Historically, as the large, ordered community disappeared, so the country
house ideal dissipated as a living phenomenon. In fiction however, that community becomes
immortalised and fixed, and a sense of the ideal is thus preserved and passed on in the realm
of the imagination.
For the purpose of this thesis, it is necessary to establish a working understanding of
the country house ideal based on the formative constitution of the genre. Such parameters are
less a succinct definition, and more a composite of historical practice, cultural perception,
and literary corroboration. Developing over the centuries since the birth of the country house
tradition as early as 1611, the ideal is informed by even earlier, feudal practices of symbiotic
estate management. The ideal is an accumulation of standards relating to architecture,
religion, hospitality, agricultural administration, and the management of tenants, staff and
other dependents. It is iterative, amorphous and adaptable: in each new representation of the
country house, what is “ideal” may be different, depending on the time period and specific
context. It can incorporate new elements, generated, perhaps, by moments of social mobility
or disruption, yet remain essentially unchanged.
The ideal architectural form, while not limited to era or style, must represent the
passage of time and evoke “the emotion of visible history.”11 The ideal house is slow
growing, organic, harmonised with the landscape. The passing of time has conferred status
upon once-new prodigy houses, such as Longleat and Chatsworth, which are now celebrated
as the embodiment of permanence and continuity. The ideal country house owner possesses a
continuous lineage, frequently mirrored by a similar pattern of heredity in the servants’ hall,
as will be discussed presently. The ideal country house is supported by, and in turn sustains, a
hierarchical community whose collective goal is to ensure the estate’s economic success and
uphold its social reputation.
The performance of hospitality is closely tied to social reputation: many great houses
were built for, or capable of receiving the royal progress. Thus, largesse, safety and
hospitality are celebrated throughout the poetic tradition and have become underpinning
tenets of the ideal. The country house ideal values that which is inherited rather than
purchased. It works to obscure evidence of commerce or industry, preferring instead to view
the country house as an enclosed, self-sustaining microcosm still operating via an agrarian,
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feudal model. Very importantly, this idyllic estate is dislocated spatially and temporally. It is
distinct from the city and offers a retreat from the pressures of modernity: by returning to this
space, it is possible to negotiate the instability of the present. Such disjuncture also affects the
trajectory and experiences of servants, as their memoirs attest (as explored in Chapter Five).
Country house and literary scholars frequently refer to a “country house ideal,” but do
not explicitly detail its historical and philosophical development, clarify its parameters, or
offer an absolute definition. Yet, frequent reference to a country house ideal hints at shared
attributes as described above, despite the lack of an absolute definition. Thus, it is worth
attempting to articulate the specific qualities of the ideal and to consider its meaning for
different authors and representative groups. As suggested by the disparate elements already
alluded to, it emerges that the country house ideal is a shared cultural understanding of the
perfect English country house and what it can symbolise.12 This symbolic potential is
frequently linked to notions of community, continuity, and stability, to which the symbiotic
and hierarchic community inclusive of landowners and servants is essential. The ideal itself is
iterative, amorphous and adaptable by nature: in each new textual representation of the
country house, what is “ideal” may be different, depending on the time period and specific
context.13 Rosen views genres as “dynamic practices that grow out of other genres and
transform over time as new instances retain some features while adapting or discarding
others.”14 This view applies not only to the genre itself, which as discussed in the
introduction has transformed to include novels, poetry, visual media or memoir, but to the
country house ideal, which despite discarding and absorbing features over time, retains its
original, recognisable essence. It is an important suggestion of this chapter that the country
house genre has developed to support the ideal, and that the whole textual world, inclusive of
servants, houses, estates and communities, are in joint service to this one goal.
Considering the genre and the ideal together underlines how the imagined country
house space has been constructed. Importantly, the textual tradition that emerges from the
intersection of these threads developed out of an extant, physical space from which the ideal
itself derives. Robert Burden stipulates that a “space” is not a void filled by observation or
representation, but rather a spatial practice, “encoded with aesthetic, cultural, and social
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relations – including those of class and power.”15 This is equally true of the country house as
imagined through text where it has been coloured by the shades of history, by the ways it has
been represented throughout the textual tradition and reimagined in the minds of its audience.
Yet for all its historical, social and cultural “clutter”, the country house space has become
curiously denuded of the contribution of servants, without whom the central precepts of the
ideal would be untenable. Sharon Young notes that throughout the country house genre,
“those of the labouring classes are typically conspicuous by their absence or enjoy only
marginal roles.”16 Their presence is controlled, silenced or obscured, with the landscape
instead spontaneously offering its bounty as if recognising and rewarding the innate virtue of
its aristocratic custodians. To borrow the words of Raymond Williams, the evidence of labour
appears to have been “gracefully erased from the literary equation, leaving a Tory fantasy of
frictionless social relationships.”17
Tracing the Country House Ideal
When writing about the idealised English countryside in 1994, historian David Lowenthal
identifies four imagined criteria which he believes exemplify the English landscape.18
Although not referring specifically to the country house, Lowenthal’s criteria align with the
emerging terms of the ideal, and may be employed here as a checklist. Tim Edensor describes
Lowenthal’s first requirement as insularity: England (and the country house) is imagined to
have remained free of invading forces and to be “untainted by continental influence.”19
Despite the distinctly Italian, Palladian contributions of neo-classical architects such as Inigo
Jones, the ideal favours the manorial, feudal styles which pre-date the building trends of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (even where a later wing has been attached). Second, the
landscape “has been carefully crafted and adorned, domesticated by the stewards who inhabit
it,”20 a sentiment which applies to the country house, stewarded through the centuries by a
line of custodians, landowners and servants alike. Thirdly, he notes “the imagined stability
15
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which rural Englishness is believed to embody,”21 a sentiment which can be applied to the
country house space, which may be trusted to remain orderly, civilised and calm. Finally, the
countryside represents the existence of social order, “the product of a mythical era when
stability apparently ensured an enduring sense of one’s place in the world.”22 The existence
of this hierarchic society, which is evident in the resident country house community, involves
the “acceptance of distinct paternal and peasant roles and responsibilities to produce a
supposedly harmonious world.”23 The English countryside and the English country house are
adjacent, often intersecting spaces, and Lowenthal’s stipulations resonate with the insular,
hierarchic conservatism valued by the country house ideal.
Writing in 1972, when the English country house was entering the era of the National
Trust, Richard Gill describes the country house as one of the most outstanding literary
symbols of community.
As an institution representing the structure and traditions of English society, it is a
microcosm which has the advantage of being public and familiar, yet malleable
enough to serve the protean interests of individual novelists.24
As a symbol, the imagined country house may diverge from the real, historic house; retaining
integral aspects while altering others to suit the purposes of the author. Gill posits that the
imagined English country house, irrespective of its appearance, is recognisable as a symbol
of a certain type of Englishness, typically retrospective, insular and nostalgic. Comprised of
commonly-agreed elements, his version of the ideal possesses a certain level of flexibility. In
his discussion of its value as a literary symbol,25 which will be encountered later in
connection with Evelyn Waugh, Gill draws attention to the somewhat indeterminate yet
recognisable nature of the country house ideal, whereby it retains a level of recognisable
consistency throughout its many iterations. It is this sense of malleability and familiarity that
allows individual authors to manipulate the country house ideal to suit their purposes, from
elegy and nostalgia, to satire or open criticism.26 As an emblem of “what the author considers
humane order and enduring values,” 27 the imagined country house may be variously
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30

interpreted as a symbol of an aristocratically-governed microcosm, for order and community,
for stability and continuity, and even for decadence, decay and absurdity. Whatever the
momentary divergence, the presence of a stable, feudal-like community maintains the English
country house’s “potency as a symbol of order and continuity.”28
Maaja Stewart’s use of the term in her article titled, “The Country House Ideals in
Meredith’s The Egoist,” implies universal familiarity with the concept, if not precise intimacy
with its constituent parts. She too, refers to the English country house as “one of the most
stable images of community in English literature,”29 and further asserts that “the ideals that
buttress the house” are the product of the literary symbols that had been gathering around the
English country house for centuries.30 By suggesting that the ideal is composed out of the
literary symbols rather than a physical construct, Stewart raises the possibility that literary
representations beget the ideal; that fictional symbols, rather than historical houses drive the
ideal. Similarly, journalist and novelist Vincent Sheean believed that particular houses could
embody an imagined, romanticised version of Englishness, the result of “romantic invention
compounded from a thousand books, plays and poems.”31 It would seem that symbolic
association works in two directions, historic practice informing literature, and literary
association imprinting onto physical structures. However, it would be a mistake to assume
that the ideal reflects actual practice: Stewart notes that Henry James “speaks of the
actualities of English country house life in terms reminiscent of the ideals celebrated in
literature [emphasis added].”32 This suggests a level of disconnect between extant country
house custodianship, and the management of its celebrated qualities in literature.
Similarly, in The Great Good Place: The Country House and English Literature
(1992), Malcolm Kelsall considers the ways the country house ideal has survived and
redefined itself via literature. He describes: “an ideal often self-aware of its own fragility and
imaginative status,”33 and therefore forced to grow and change over the centuries, in order to
accommodate, adapt and assimilate in the face of social change.34 Through Kelsall, the ideal
becomes an iterative construct, amorphous, abstract and adaptable, in which “each repetition
28
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of the elements confirms and develops” the ideal over time, so the English country house
remains a recognisable component of a “new, yet ancient tradition.”35 One instance where a
historical disturbance has been absorbed then esteemed within the textual tradition is the
arrival of the “dollar princesses” in the late-nineteenth century. From the 1870s onward,
many encumbered estates were bailed out by injections of new wealth from American
heiresses. A well-known example is that of American heiress Consuelo Vanderbilt, who
married the 9th Duke of Marlborough in 1895. Marlborough received US$2.5 million in
railroad bonds which allowed him to continue supporting Bleinheim Palace.36 Edith
Wharton’s 1938 novel, The Buccaneers, is closely based on these socially and financially
advantageous marriages that took place between American heiresses and British aristocrats in
the late-nineteenth century. Nearly seventy years later, this practice is alluded to in Downton
Abbey, where it is explained that the American Countess of Grantham’s (née Levinson)
fortune saved the estate in the 1880s. By 2015, the American countess is no longer a brash or
mercenary intruder, but a familiar figure in the turn-of-the-century country house landscape.
This is one example in which the passing of time and literary corroboration turns a moment
that was once considered threatening or disruptive, but which was necessary for the historic
survival of many estates, into a canonical part of the country house story. Thus, the country
house ideal may be fixed at different points in history, dependent on social mores and
contemporary cultural anxieties. Kelsall, too, hints at the possibility of disconnection between
physical and imagined houses: If “each repetition of the elements confirms and develops” the
ideal based on previous iterations, it becomes self-perpetuating, and therefore is no longer
reliant on the survival of its physical counterpart.37 Often, the inherently conservative ideal is
at odds with social and economic reality, and subsequently, passes into the realm of the
imagination where its development ensues largely divorced from physical bounds.
Nevertheless, certain qualities celebrated by the ideal derive from physical structures.
An ideal English country house, in order to deserve the title, must accommodate the “long
sweep” of history within its “halls and staircases,” from the earliest Tudors to the present.38
This sense of visible history is a recurring and essential quality of the country house, one
celebrated by social commentators and novelists alike. In 1937, American journalist and
35
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novelist Vincent Sheean (1899-1975) wrote of the English country house, and in particular of
Knole (Vita Sackville-West’s childhood home):
[that it] came to represent, almost to sum up, the imaginative and romantic appeal of
England to me. I grew to know the house, to feel something of its extraordinary
persuasive power as a living thing, and to experience, however indirectly, the emotion
it peculiarly evoked: the emotion of visible history…39
Vita Sackville-West too, assigns great importance to the sense of amassed history in the form
of the house and its customs, claiming that the “charm and genius of [England’s] domestic
architecture lay in its gradual and continuous development.”40 This is not merely a statement
about architectural taste, but an acknowledgement that the country house is a space where
centuries of tradition could accumulate. To Sackville-West, the English country house
“should never overwhelm its surroundings,” irrespective of size or grandeur.41 As Kelsall
reiterates, the country house should exist in harmony with the natural countryside, and not
have been “built so much as grown by organic process from the English soil.”42 In this way, a
house may appear “as if it had always been there,” and was “as much part of England as the
rocks and stones and trees.”43 Even in the first unfolding of the genre, renaissance country
house poets, Ben Jonson and Andrew Marvell, celebrate organic growth while eschewing the
ostentation of the rapidly-built “prodigy houses” of the late sixteenth century. It is integral
that not only the physical structure indicates years of slow development, but that the
incumbent, hierarchical community embodies a similar pattern of gradual development.
Vita Sackville-West esteems the presence of a living community guided by the
principles of long-standing aristocratic benevolence, and a reciprocal, symbiotic relationship
between incumbent family, employees, and an estate. In 1942, she published English Country
Houses, a brief guide to England’s most significant country houses. While writing about the
historic country house, Sackville-West determines that its role is to “agree with its landscape
and suggest the life of its inhabitants past or present.”44 Her reference to a house’s
inhabitants, and to the stable, continuous community contained therein, prevail among the
most important identifiable qualities of the ideal. This sentiment is echoed by Richard Gill,

39

Ibid., 317.
Vita Sackville-West, English Country Houses (London: Unicorn Press Ltd., 2014), 17.
41
Ibid., 8.
42
Kelsall, Great Good Place, 6.
43
Ibid.
44
Sackville-West, English Country Houses, 8.
40

33

who deems the prevailing spirit of noblesse oblige that which makes “the old order at its best,
a truly organic community.”45 Noblesse oblige translates to “the nobility obliges,” or more
specifically to the concept that “privilege entails responsibility.” This is connected to the idea
that an exemplary country house landowner will foster a sense of community, charity and
benevolence within an estate and surrounding community, with the country house at the
heart. For Vita Sackville-West, this arrangement may extend beyond the parameters of the
house, for there is:
…the outside life too; the life in which the landlord is a good landlord, assisting his
farmers, keeping his cottages in good repair, adding modern labour-saving
improvements, remitting a rent in a case of hardship, employing woodsmen to cut
trees for his own hearth and theirs. The system was, and is, a curious mixture of the
feudal and the communal, and it survives in England today [1941]. One wonders for
how long?46
Sackville-West writes that a country house must be the home of men and women in order to
remain a living thing with a soul: without an incumbent community to support, a house is
merely a museum.47 That living community is “as much part of the house as the architecture
of that house or as the furnishings within it.”48 The existence of this community necessitates a
seasonal cycle of production, where:
…the kitchen still provides food for the inhabitants: makes jam, puts fruit into bottles,
stores the honey, dries the herbs, and carries on in the same tradition as had always
obtained in the country.49
As emerges in her fiction, Sackville-West’s understanding of the ideal is dependent on the
presence of a reciprocal understanding between landowners and dependents, which has
derived from older, feudal practices.
In a 1948 paper examining the underlying economic realities of Jane Austen’s novels,
David Daiches asserts that both Austen and W. B. Yeats (with whom he is comparing her)
believed in the country house ideal.50 The ideal is understood by Daiches to be the purview of
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the aristocratic classes, noting that Yeats frequently refers to an “aristocratic combination of
leisure, dignity, ease and intelligence”, which comprises the country house milieu.51 Unlike
Sackville-West, who accepts that the country house community is comprised of disparate
social strata, Daiches proposes that “few thoughtful people today [1948] would accept the
country house ideal as worth striving for.”52 He explains that the ideal is rarely realised, and
that the country house way of life has demonstrably been a socially wasteful arrangement, but
for the select few:
However fine a life [Mr Darcy, in question here] might be able to lead himself, it was
at tremendous cost to society as a whole. He represented the apex of a pyramid, and
he flourished at the top of a social hierarchy which existed in order to maintain him.53
Daiches makes an important contribution to this discussion by acknowledging the immutable
presence of a class divide, previously elided by a rhetoric of benevolence and reciprocal
interdependency. Thus, he challenges the existence of a mutually beneficial and esteemed
state of interdependence.54
In a 1994 article on Oliver Goldsmith’s 1770 poem, “The Deserted Village,” Alfred
Lutz acknowledges the discrepancy between capitalist estate management, and bonds of
benevolence and gratitude. He explains that in the eighteenth century, prominent landowners
would adopt capitalist methods to increase profit, while continuing to rely on “traditionalist
social relationships.”55 The success or failure of a system based on noblesse oblige and
paternalistic benevolence was dependent upon the people it governed, and their “willingness”
(lacking self-determination though it may be) to support and conform to its requirements,
even as their employers benefited from the other model. Lutz goes on to suggest that
Goldsmith employs themes of ruination within the country house poem to critique those
political elites who profit from the status quo.56 By affixing a particular context to a pastoral
work, Goldsmith introduces an element of realism that acknowledges the plight of the “poor
wretch who attends a flock from which he is to derive no benefits, and only guards those
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luxuries which he is not fated to share.”57 Such implied resistance might suggest reluctance
amongst twentieth-century, country house servants to support the country house ideal. The
notable absence of resentment in country house servant memoirs is therefore glaring; a
phenomenon which will be explored later.
Christopher Parkes describes mid-eighteenth-century England as a nation poised
between the former charitable system of patriarchal benevolence, and an incoming
institutionalised framework. In his 2007 article “Joseph Andrews and the Control of the
Poor,” he discusses the contemporary requirement for better Poor Laws in mid-eighteenthcentury England, and states that the “country-house ideal is present” when an estate is seen to
form “the economic and moral centre of the community,” particularly when the landowner
provides for its incumbents through acts of preferment or largesse.58 Parkes identifies a
passage in Joseph Andrews as “look[ing] back to the golden age of the country-house ideal”
when landlords fulfilled their charitable obligations to their vulnerable dependents.59 The
country house is thus a community and economic centre, but one equally vulnerable to
exploitation or neglect, by virtue of such interdependence that privileged the needs of the
gentry. Parkes’s comments reinforce the ideal’s connection with a former golden age, and its
promotion of a system of benevolence and gratitude.
The country house is frequently associated with the best aspects of civilised society;
art, literature, and conversation. However, the recurring assumption that these pearls of
civilisation exist only in the past relegates the textual country house to an enclosed space
governed by nostalgia and sentimentality. In the earliest article to include the country house
ideal in its title: “The Country House Ideals in Meredith’s The Egoist,” post-colonial scholar
Maaja Stewart discusses the Edenic, pastoral qualities of the English country house.
“Divorced from vital civilisation,”60 it is distinct from the metropolis and its association with
trade and commerce. Stewart suggests that through works of literature spanning the classical,
neo-classical and late-eighteenth century, the English country house came to be associated
with the feudal, the patrician, and the civilised, as “the images of enclosure, completeness,
harmony” recall “earlier literary celebrations of country houses which associate this ‘ideal
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life’ with Eden or the Golden Age.”61 Echoing the concept of the pastoral which will shortly
be discussed, is of course, one of the most enduring symbols in Western literature: the
Garden of Eden. Stephen Greenblatt reminds us that the author of Genesis designates the
garden (not the city) as the original great, good place, and also implies that labour is an
essential part of human existence.62 One of the oldest stories, and one which find echoes of
itself across a number of cultures, the concept of an enclosed garden paradise filters through
and almost certainly informs English thought around the country house. As a result, the
country house genre looks eternally backward to this ideal, prelapsarian state at the beginning
of time. The textually represented country house space evokes a pastoral Eden, sheltered
from worldly concerns and sustained by nostalgic retrospection, and this, perhaps, is the vital,
indispensable heart of the ideal.
In her work on the idealised countryside, Christine Berberich notes that “adulation of
the pastoral idyll,” whose roots she traces back to Virgil and Horace, may be indicative of a
“nation’s present discontent.”63 This idea resonates with Stewart’s identification of the
country house as a pastoral retreat acting as a point safety in a changing world. Berberich
draws a connection between Englishness and nostalgia, noting that “Englishness inevitably
appears tinged with nostalgia and consistently evokes pictures of an older, more tranquil
England, an England of times gone by.”64 Subsequently, the English countryside (and the
country house) becomes a space to which people return in “in times of war and peace
alike,”65 to express a yearning for home, a sense of belonging, or nostalgia for the past.
However, Berberich also notes that the countryside (and often the English country house)
“became the locus of timeless stability precisely as it was poised to undergo, or was indeed
already undergoing, rapid change with the concomitant transformation of social relations.”66
English country houses too, are frequently idealised and celebrated in literature at the
moment of pending social change, or even following a period of turbulence. It is important to
observe that the country house ideal rallies in the face of social disruption, and while the
imagined country house may be transformed to varying degrees, transmuted perhaps, it
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endures. The imagined country house is inhabited by an amorphous population of servants
and landowners. Although this country house community is implicitly teeming with life,
those lives are largely not individuated, only existing within undifferentiated “classes” of
inhabitants. Elements of that population may be emphasised according to the needs of the
author, and their particular casting of the ideal country house community. In order for this
ideal to pass safely through “the realm of the imagination,”67 it is dependent upon its allies;
authors and audiences. Although the English country house may have diminished since its
pre-war eminence, these allies ensure that the ideal “is kept alive… by sympathetic vision,”68
and continues to inform the imagined country house.
The Pastoral and Georgic Traditions and the Feudal Household
As discussed earlier in this chapter, Jeremy Rosen explains that much may “be gleaned from
the sustained and in-depth study of a genre, especially when a history of the evolution of
literary forms is combined with cultural history and a literary sociology of the material
conditions under which such forms circulate.”69 This chapter has already touched briefly
upon the relationship between the country house and the pastoral mode. Now, it offers a
“sustained and in-depth” examination of two cultural and literary developments that inform
both the genre and the underpinning ideal, and have shaped subsequent representations of
service. The following paragraphs explore the connection between the pastoral and georgic
modes, and the English country house genre. Like the classical pastoral tradition, which
ignores the presence of physical labour, the similarly aristocratic country house genre
minimises the existence of both hard work, and those whose job it is. While the classical
pastoral mode may have informed the country house genre, it is important to remember that
the country house way of life derives from an older cultural understanding, one connected to
the practices surrounding land ownership during the middle ages, when country houses were
“the powerbase of the early modern world.”70 The notion of a loyal and cooperative
household based on a feudal model is intricately interwoven into the country house ideal, in
which servants are an integral part of a household. It emerges that medieval servants not only
support the country house in practical terms, but set a literary precedent in terms of a
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cooperative household. Together, these dual threads of literary sociology and cultural history
rationalise the absence of servant representation in the country house genre.
It is generally understood that the English country house genre has been informed by
the georgic and pastoral traditions of the classical period.71 There is, admittedly, some debate
about the precise mode to which the country house genre belongs,72 and the “pastoral label”
in particular “is seen to present difficulty.”73 Alastair Fowler explains that other scholars are
uncomfortable with the term: Alexander McClung and Raymond Williams refer to country
house works as “quasi-pastoral” and “neo-pastoral” respectively.74 Fowler quite strongly
rejects the connection with the pastoral, claiming that “all the topics of the so-called estate
poem are topics of georgic,” citing themes such as seasonal cycles, and an abundance of
produce. He identifies contentment with an ideal state in terms of the Golden Age, which
equates to the renunciation of grandeur while also maintaining good hunting, moral virtue,
and cultivated gardens and farmlands. 75 Furthermore, Fowler aligns themes of hospitality
with the georgic, “for conduct at feasts is a topic of the first georgic, Hesiod’s Works and
Days.”76 Given the ongoing debate surrounding the pastoral and georgic, this thesis proposes
that the country house genre may draw on elements of both, and that aspects of both reside
quite comfortably in the imagined country house.
In a chapter titled “The Roman Villa,” Malcolm Kelsall explores the English country
house genre’s antecedents in Virgil’s Eclogues and Georgics and Horace’s Odes, proposing
that both English and classical texts suggest “affinities with the lost Golden age.”77 The
Golden age that Kelsall refers to is specifically that defined by the Greek poet Hesiod in the
agricultural poem, Works and Days (c.700BC). Hesiod’s “Golden age” is a prelapsarian era
when human beings lived in peace and prosperity. There is a corresponding concept of a
vanished golden age at the heart of the English country house genre, and idea that persists
71
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from the seventeenth to the twenty-first century. It is typically framed as a simpler time in
which the evils of the present did not exist. The classically derived idea of a perfect and safe
rural space may also be expressed by the term locus amoenus.78 Latin for “a pleasant place,”
the term was employed in Virgil’s Eclogues and Georgics and Horace’s Odes to indicate a
pastoral, literary topos (place) comprised of the elements of trees, grass and water, or in the
case of the country house, woodlands, lawns and lakes.79
Returning for a moment to Kelsall’s comments about Hesiod’s Golden age, it is vital
to note that during this first of five proposed ages,80 pain and labour were non-existent, and
the earth provided food in abundance.81 The lack of work or labour in this ideal world is
particularly relevant: it is a theme which re-emerges throughout the English country house
genre, and upon which Fowler and Williams disagree. As discussed earlier, Williams
describes the imagined country house as a world rarefied by the “magical extraction of the
curse of labour,” a feat achieved by “a simple extraction of the existence of labourers.”82
However, in a particularly forceful passage, Fowler asks: “How did Williams come to regard
the estate poets as extracting labour?”83 Fowler quite reasonably argues that labourers have
not been extracted at all, citing the farmer, fisher and clown (countryman) in Ben Jonson’s
poem, “To Penshurst.”84 Fowler suggests that by writing about country estates in the georgic
mode, poets encourage “thinking about [estates] in relation to husbandry and
improvement.”85 This is an apt remark, for if the locus amoenus is to be sustained, every
stakeholder, from servant to landowner, must play an active part in maintaining that space:
good husbandry and management is essential if the ideal is to survive. As will be discussed
later in this chapter, servants are assuredly present, and visible (albeit darkly) in the country
house genre. Subsequently, this thesis takes the position that servant labour has not been
extracted, as Williams suggests, but rather, minimised or idealised.
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The connection between the country house genre and the pastoral tradition is most
explicitly detailed by Raymond Williams in his seminal 1973 work The Country and the City.
He identifies several stages of development in the pastoral tradition, which are mirrored in
seventeenth-century country house poetry.86 In classical literature, Hesiod’s Golden age came
to be associated with a distant landscape, a literary Arcadia. In Virgil’s Eclogues, this
developed into a landscape free from “disturbance of war and civil war and the political
chaos of the cities.”87 David Gervais notes that any retreat into the pastoral “was often a
writer’s means of confronting what was most problematic in the present.”88 The imagined
country house, too, represents a respite from danger, promising an existence beyond the reach
of contemporary evils. Fictional and remembered representations of the English country
house may be read via their moment of conception, and with an understanding that “in the
fullness of Arcadia, even death is present.”89 Frequently, these “retreats” offer an escape from
modern developments, into a more conservative, supposedly stable, and frequently idealised
past.
As a result, the textual tradition exhibits a tendency toward retrospection. Those
writing in the mid-twentieth century idealise the pre-war or inter-war country house;
Victorian writers idealise the pre-industrial countryside; eighteenth-century writers admire
the Elizabethan manor; in turn, Elizabethans worship the castles of the Middle Ages or the
classical past. Since each age looks back upon a time when the evils of the present did not
exist, all ultimately look back to the “original” country estate: Eden.90 In a compelling
passage, Raymond Williams points out the futility of looking perpetually backward, and
describes the “golden age” as a mere fable, a panacea for contemporary malaise.91 In his
detailed study of “To Penshurst,” Hugh Jenkins too, notes that: “fear is never far from the
surface in the country-house poem.”92 Using other poetic examples from the seventeenth
century, he asserts that every constituent of the genre “has its own Jack Cade or Levellers,
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implicitly or explicitly threatening the orderly constitution of its feigned commonwealth.”93
In her study of Mary Leapor’s “Crumble Hall,” Sharon Young determines that country
houses represented in the poetic mode are: “illusory, operating within a broader climate of
cultural anxiety of conflict, which country house poetry strives to negotiate or elide.”94 The
idyll represented in country house poetry is but a myth, and the same is true of more recent
examples within the genre. To use examples from this thesis, Vita Sackville-West’s The
Edwardians provides a reprieve from rapid social change, and Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead
Revisited protects against the threatened disappearance of the country house itself. Thus,
country house texts often work to manage contemporary cultural anxieties by attempting to
return to the idealised space of the country house, which cumulatively demonstrates the
genre’s capacity to negotiate previous moments of instability successfully.
In addition to viewing the pastoral as a retreat, Raymond Williams notes the
conservative political discourse that underpins the pastoral, and by extension the writings of
the English country house. Of the seventeenth-century country house poem, Williams
stipulates: “These [poems] are not, in any simple sense, pastoral or neo-pastoral, but they use
a particular version of country life as a way of expressing, in the form of a compliment to a
house or its owner, certain social and moral values.”95 Those social and moral values are of
special interest. Typically linked to the praise of traditional values, renaissance country house
literature promotes what William McClung describes as: “a Tory fantasy of frictionless social
relationships,”96 in which a natural order may be allowed to prevail. David Gervais, too,
notes: the “pastoral is usually an aristocratic form, or at least a way of upholding the class
structure…”97 Malcolm Kelsall echoes this idea, writing that the imagined country house is
made up of a group of signs, and that: “those signs are essentially conservative.”98 The
literary country house topos becomes a place where labour (if visible) is willingly offered,
where the innate goodness of aristocratic country house owners is reflected in the apparently
93
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frictionless relationships with their well-fed tenants and employees. Both the country house
genre, and the pastoral tradition which informs it, act as retreats into a space where
aristocratic, traditional and conservative customs prevail, and where “the built, inhabited, and
bounded community reifies the immanent order of things.”99
The apparent aristocratic monopoly of the pastoral raises questions about the
provenance of the country house ideal, namely, whose ideal is it? Although it seems that the
people who worked in the historic country house could be personally and professionally
invested in the ideal, it is most probably the vision of landowners. Tracing the ideal (above)
produces a developing sense that servants were a fundamental part of the country house
community, but that the literary ideal has largely been transcribed from an upper-class or
aristocratic perspective (whether by themselves or via a hired poet). Genuine servants’ voices
have only contributed to the textuality surrounding the country house in the last hundred
years or so, in the form of memoir and oral history. When investigating the ideal’s origins,
Kelsall states that “the conservative idealisation of the great good place in England was
created by outsiders,”100 meaning that it was created by artists and writers who were not
country house owners themselves. Certainly, the ideal may have been transcribed from the
peripheries, but it was done so by socially privileged poets, painters and authors enjoying
country house patronage, and who were therefore unlikely to produce critical or subversive
texts. The earliest poets, such as Ben Jonson, Andrew Marvell, Thomas Carew and Amelia
Lanyer occupied marginal positions as gentleman tutors, companions or resident writers, but
were ultimately commissioned artists paid to congratulate aristocrats on their personal
qualities, expressed in terms of their exemplary country estates.101
More recent country house authors typically identify more closely with the uppermiddle classes than the servant or labouring classes. Jane Austen, for example, was a guest at
her brother Edward Austen Knight’s estate, Godmersham Park, and of sufficient means to
employ several of her own domestic servants. Evelyn Waugh was a guest at various friends’
country houses, such as Madresfield Court,102 and went on to own a fourteen-bedroom
country residence in Combe Florey (near Taunton), which was built circa 1675 and received
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a new facade in 1730.103 Malcolm Kelsall also erroneously claims that “the literature of the
country house has not been written by the owners of the houses,” arguing that “those who
live in a place are too close to the daily texture of life there.”104 While Kelsall’s observation
is true of writers like Waugh,105 it excludes the literary contribution of Vita Sackville-West,
whose views permeate early twentieth-century representation of the country house. One
could claim that even Vita Sackville-West was an exile of sorts: passed over by the laws of
primogeniture, she had to reconstruct her country-house ownership elsewhere. Nevertheless,
there can be no doubt she occupied a privileged position, and her views are unmistakably
those of an aristocratic landowner. Whether established by country house owners or the
artists they commissioned, the textual tradition has characteristically been dominated by
privileged voices and perspectives.
Despite the outsider status of many country house poets and novelists, Christine
Berberich maintains that the dominant classes have idealised the country house landscape in
their writing, either themselves, or through their patronage of writers, artists and poets. In her
survey of the idealised English landscape, Berberich discusses the way views and practices
are imposed upon a landscape, which by implication, includes the English country house. She
deems the country “idyll” to have been transcribed by “a small group within society – the
land-owning upper and middle classes,” noting that it is the “dominant element in society
who will seek to write their own landscapes in their own image, in accordance with their own
view of the way in which the world should be organised.”106 Such disregard for the working
classes has even filtered through to scholarly discussions of the country house. Peter
Mandler, in the opening sentences of Fall and Rise of the Stately Home, focuses on the
contribution of aristocratic custodians alone and writes that historic English country houses
are:
The quintessence of Englishness: they epitomize [sic.] the English love of
domesticity, of the countryside, of hierarchy, continuity and tradition. Their
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aristocratic owners have built them up lovingly over centuries and kept them intact in
times of adversity in order to bequeath to future generations this unique embodiment
of the English character.107
This assertion that aristocratic owners alone have built up and maintained these houses
minimises the contribution of servants; first in the practical, labour-based sense, but also in
terms of their presence in the textual tradition. Due in part to its pastoral and georgic
antecedents, the country house genre typically effaces the presence of pain and labour. In a
genre devoted to aristocratic landowners, servants (and the product of their labour) are
described in idyllic and unrealistic terms, or left out altogether.
One cannot help expressing surprise at this erasure of labour and labourers, for
without them, the English country house would cease to function. Somewhat in contrast to
the pastoral tradition, the feudal practices which inform the ideal are celebrated throughout
the genre, particularly the existence of a longstanding, loyal and cooperative community. An
influence that can be felt in the works of the twentieth-century authors (most notably Vita
Sackville-West), a sense of feudalism features prominently in idealised country house
communities, and its influence may be explained by the specific context in which the first
country house poems emerged. In his study of Ben Jonson, Hugh Jenkins considers the rise of
the country house poem against “its larger historical context, which is, of course, the
breakdown of rural, feudal England and the rise of capitalism, both in mercantile and agrarian
forms.”108 Emerging at the beginning of the seventeenth century, at the juncture when
feudalism was irrefutably in decline, Jonson’s poem “To Penshurst” manages to
accommodate historical contradictions by evoking the aristocratic, feudal hierarchy that
preceded the early-capitalist structures of the renaissance. In reality, Jonson’s feudal vision
was gradually being replaced by the “neo-feudalism of the Jacobean monarchical
commonwealth,” a model Martin Elsky describes as a transitory precursor to capitalism.109
The inception of the country house poem during a period when the feudal system was already
an anachronism, but was now definitively being replaced by its successor, influences the
manner in which the retrospective and idealised country house community has been
constructed. From the inception of the country house genre, the feudal ideal has been a
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compelling and persuasive influence, a system or way of life idealised by the country house
textual tradition.
The physical space of the English country house did not simply appear in the hundred
years or so before Ben Jonson wrote one of the first topographical estate poems in 1616.110
Rather, it must be recognised that country house ownership was a cultural practice that
predated the inception of the textual tradition by several hundred years. For example,
Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales offer occasional insight into country house culture during the
late fourteenth century. Country house historian, J. A. Gotch, explains that in the cook’s Tale
of Gamelyn, “the best idea of a house may be gained, with its gatehouse, courtyard, and
turreted hall.”111 The contrast between notions of service in the middle ages, and service in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, reveals the origins of the ideal celebrated in the
country house genre. The treatment of servants within the country house genre is intimately
connected to the architectural developments of the country house spanning the previous eight
centuries, the pertinent moments of which are outlined here.
Some scholars disagree that there was any significant English country house way of
life predating the post-Reformation prodigy house. For example, James Lees-Milne, who
acquired properties for the National Trust before and after the Second World War, claims
that:
Before the Reformation there was virtually no such thing as country house life.
Feudal barons dwelt, or rather camped, in fortified castles. They hardly resided in
them. They were nomadic from necessity. When their immense retinues had
exhausted the produce of the surrounding estate they moved like a cloud of locusts to
another castle.112
There is some truth to what Milne suggests. Many households could be itinerant, particularly
those of the king, the royal dukes and other prominent magnates. Mark Girouard describes
large households on the move as “a tortoise without the shell,” moving from house to
house.113 But despite the occasional necessity for a nomadic lifestyle, the seeds of country
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house “life” were germinating. Adjacent to the house itself, feudal land-tenure practices
provided the basis for the arrangement that persisted into the twentieth century, where social
hierarchies were still derived from the holding of land. Country houses were, of course, the
“powerbases” of such estates.114
The medieval great house derived from the increasingly obsolete “great hall” of the
early Middle Ages, which grew in grandeur to emulate the royal court and develop as an
administrative, military and cultural centre. Alternatively, it emerged from the fortified castle,
as it became less defensive and more domestic.115 J. A. Gotch considers the “first germ of the
house of to-day” to be found in “the Norman keep,” with “its more direct ancestor [being] the
fortified manor house.”116 Vita Sackville-West explains the country house began to develop
because: “The habits of life were altering; the home was becoming more of a home and less
of a stronghold; the relative peace and comfort of Tudor times were replacing the violence of
earlier days.”117 She also explains that the medieval castle remains a stylistic inspiration, with
older country houses retaining the elements of the castle, such as “the moat, the gatehouse,
the battlements, the drawbridge,” and other, newer ones reproducing them as “features.”118
Country house plans show a variety of ways in which the great hall was adapted or
complemented to create more private spaces, and to facilitate a shift away from the
communal great hall. Dartington Hall in Devon was built during the peaceful lull of the
1390s, and is an early example of an unfortified country estate, although still a precursor to
the prodigy houses of the sixteenth century. “The dominant feature of the standard late
medieval plan, and of particular note at Dartington, is the great hall.”119 Built with a hammerbeam roof, it covers a large area and is unencumbered by supporting pillars, indicating
entertainment on a significant scale. Over time, these large areas became increasingly
subdivided, allowing for more sophisticated customs of entertainment, hospitality and
withdrawal.120 At Penshurst Place in Kent, Robert Sidney (1563-1626) built an entirely new
wing onto the original fourteenth-century great hall, to accommodate the needs of his
aristocratic and courtly family. No plan is needed to observe this addition, for the “new wing”
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is distinct and clearly visible. Madresfield Court in Malvern, home of the Earls of
Beauchamp, rests on Anglo-Saxon foundations and started life as a Norman Hall in the
twelfth century. It underwent significant rebuilds in the fifteenth, sixteenth and nineteenth
centuries, until the great hall was absorbed by the grander plan of the house.121
According to Mark Girouard, the great hall diminished in significance from the
second half of the fourteenth century onwards, and was past its prime by 1400.122 An
important symbol of unity, the great hall was the centre of life in the great house, where
meals were eaten and leisure time spent; the great hall was where the entire country house
hierarchy was put on show, from servant to landowner.123 However, communal meals were
gradually replaced by private, comfortable dining, which polarised employers and employees.
In the mid-fourteenth century, poet William Langland (c.1332–c.1386) was already
lamenting the removal of the lord and lady from the hall:
Wretched is the hall…each day in the week
There the lord and lady liketh not to sit
Now have the rich a rule to eat by themselves
In a privy parlour…124
Gotch considers the “story of domestic architecture” to be that of the effort “to obtain greater
privacy and more comfort.”125 As dining and sleeping habits changed, architecture developed
accordingly. The move toward privacy came to fruition in the prodigy houses of the
seventeenth century, when: “the everyday life of the landowning family in a country house
was becoming less public, less oriented around the hospitality of the great hall, and more
focused on the order and comfort of family life.”126 The architectural trend towards privacy
was the physical manifestation of a cultural shift that classified people according to their
status as employer or servant, rather than by their household allegiance.
Medieval historians tend to use the term servant in a “narrow and specific sense” to
mean “those hired by one master for a long period of time, usually a year, and who were

121

Jane Mulvagh, Madresfield: The Real Brideshead (London: Black Swan), 67.
Girouard, Life in the English Country House, 30.
123
Ibid., 34.
124
William Langland, Piers Plowman, ed. John Burrow and Thorlac Turville-Petre (Chapel
Hill: Society for Early English and Norse Electronic Texts, 2018), 173, lines 102–5. ProQuest
Ebook Central.
125
Gotch, Growth of the English House, 24.
126
Jeremy Musson, The Country House Ideal: Recent Work by ADAM Architecture (London:
Merrell, 2015), 18.
122

48

resident in the household.”127 Medieval contemporaries use the word to refer to any kind of
worker hired for a wage. Literary use, particularly in romantic texts, opens up the term to
include notions of fealty, loyalty, honour and love. For instance, in the late fourteenth-century
alliterative poem, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Gawain uses the term “service” in the
sense of courtly love, telling his beautiful hostess, “I should be happy to devote myself to
serving you– a service of purest joy!”128 The terms “family” and “household,” were
practically interchangeable during the high and later Middle Ages. Historians have argued
that the word “family” was then a much more inclusive term, deriving from the Latin familia,
meaning household or clan, and not used to indicate the immediate “grouping of parents and
resident kin, but rather the household group of parents, children, and servants.”129
Social histories and contemporary fourteenth-century sources suggest that the
medieval and early modern household was a cohesive and functioning entity, whereby both
servant and employers worked towards a common goal: upholding the standards and
reputation of the great house. Servants were sometimes quite literally members of the family,
as service in a wealthier relative’s household was seen as a way to furnish cadet or
illegitimate branches of the family with better opportunities. This happened in houses across
the country, up to and including the royal court, where the monarch’s closest servants and
courtiers could be members of his family.
Linda Anderson points out that discussions of service in this period are problematic:
“Service in the early modern era is extremely difficult to define, since virtually any aspect of
life could be, and often was, defined and described as a service relationship.”130 For example,
in large households, “there were formal arrangements for the education”131 of gentle youths
in service. Positions with high-ranking and royal families carried significant prestige, and
could be a route to travel, independence, education, marriage, and eventual ownership of
other estates. P. R. Coss draws a similar conclusion about the nature of medieval service. He
notes that in the Rules of Robert Grosseteste, Bishop of Lincoln (c. 1175-1253), which detail
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the practicalities of estate management, Grosseteste: “spoke not only of knights but also of
gentle men (gentis hommes) who wore livery.”132 Coss therefore deduces that “gentility is
often associated with service, and most particularly with house-hold service.”133 Both history
and literature provide us with examples of these “gentle” servants, even until the early
seventeenth century. Geoffrey Chaucer began his career in the house of the Countess of
Ulster in the 1350s,134 and was employed as a valet de chambre for Edward III.135 Elizabeth
Talbot, (1527-1608), better known as Bess of Hardwick and builder of Chatsworth and
Hardwick Hall, started her career as an impoverished adolescent in the household of Anne
Gainsford, Lady Zouche, in Derbyshire.136 In a case of a servant rising to the aristocracy, the
huge profits of Sir John Thynne, initially the steward to the Duke of Somerset, “enabled him
to build his great house of “Longleat” and launch his family on the way to a marquisate.”137
In the fifteenth century, Thomas More began his career in the household of Cardinal
Morton.138 The fictional John Falstaff started his career as a pageboy to Thomas Mowbray, a
detail included in Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Pt II, Act Three, Scene One.139 In The Canterbury
Tales, Chaucer writes of the squire: “Curteys he was, lowly, servisable,/ and carf biforn his
fader at the table.”140 Although the squire is the second-highest ranking pilgrim, he is
nevertheless required to perform the duties expected from a gentle youth in service. This state
of affairs, whereby servants may be family members and the household acts as a united force,
provides a basis for one of the fundamental aspects of the country house ideal; the sense of a
symbiotic and mutually respectful community.
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Upholding the standards of a great house could be the responsibility of the entire
household, inclusive of family and servants. For example, the fourteenth-century Gawainpoet describes contemporary practices of household organisation relating to hospitality in the
alliterative poem, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. 141 In the poem, Sir Gawain is greeted at
the gate of Bertilak’s castle, Hautdesert, by a male porter who realistically serves to vet
potential guests, but also offers the first overtures of hospitality that might be expected from a
fortified house of that scale.
There answered to his call
A porter most polite;
From his station on the wall
He greets the errant knight.
Incidentally, the porter is the first servant in the text to speak, at line 813:
“Good sir,” said Gawain, “Would you go to inquire
If your lord would allow me to lodge here a space?”
“Peter!” said the porter, “For my part, I think
So noble a knight will not want for a welcome!”142
The text’s secondary function as a manual of conduct is linked to the presence of servants in
the narrative.143 Offering hospitality to a strange knight was a “common episode in
romances,” and the Gawain-poet “makes full use of this traditional element, emphasising and
expanding upon details of hospitality, in order to stress the courteous reception that the knight
receives.”144 The porter welcomes Gawain in a manner befitting the reception of a royal
guest; as the cousin of King Arthur, Gawain’s historically equivalent rank might be that of a
royal peer. The Gawain-poet goes on to describe a crowd of eager servants who assist
Gawain with his horse and accoutrements. These “many servants beside”:
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Let down the drawbridge and duly went forth
Kneeled down on their knees on the naked earth
To welcome the warrior as best they were able.145
This passage suggests a communal desire to represent their lord and uphold the reputation of
the house. At every stage of the dismounting and disarming process, Gawain is not assisted
by one or two servants, but by a group:
Men steadied his saddle as he stepped to the ground,
And there stabled his steed many stalwart folk.
Now come the knights and the noble squires
To bring him with bliss into the bright hall.
When his high helm was off, there hastened a throng
Of attendants to take, and see to its care;
They bore away his broad sword and blazoned shield;
Then graciously he greeted those gallants each one,
And many noble drew near, to do the knight honor.146
Constant use of group and plural descriptors such as “throng” and “many” reinforces the
sense of a large, and somewhat indistinct, body of servants.
There is a sense of a hierarchy amongst the occupants of Hautdesert. Gawain is first
greeted and attended by lower servants: they open the drawbridge, kneel in the dirt as he
passes, steady and stable his horse, and remove his muddy outer-clothing. In the name of
comfort (but quite likely for security), they remove his sword and other arms. “Now come”
the knights and squires, who convey Gawain from stable yard to hall, bridging the gap
between manual service and nobility. Only when he is safely inside the hall, do the gentry
approach. They treat him as a guest, but do not perform tasks for him, even though as nephew
to the king he outranks them all. There is a clear division of labour: those who kneel in the
dirt offer their bodies, their hands, and their labour, but those considered noble simply “call
upon him” and offer their “honour” or company, but not their toil. Over two hundred years
before the conception of the country house genre, the conduct manual aspect of this text
demonstrates a cultural awareness of the ideals of hospitality and community that underpin
the historic tradition.
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During the post-plague fourteenth century, at a juncture when large fortified
dwellings were increasingly being replaced with domestic residences, the nature of service
began to shift. It began to move from the feudal model of a cohesive household, toward the
dominant contemporary view associated with the polarised, Victorian “upstairs downstairs”
model. Although the precise role of the plague remains uncertain, it is generally supposed
that it sparked the change from service as a noble undertaking to service as a menial role.147
To explain but briefly, the labour shortage following the outbreak of plague in the 1340s
allowed some families to raise themselves from the labouring class to manor-owning
gentry.148 Perhaps most notable of these is the Paston family, who within three generation (c.
1400-1450) advanced from farmers to local gentry, via the pathways of education, a career in
law, and strategic alliances with powerful families respectively.149 Conversely, developments
in legislation and governance meant that as a “stronger central government produced a more
law-abiding country, there was less and less reason for any but the lower social ranks to put
themselves under the protection of the great by entering their service.”150 The status of newly
landed gentry like the Pastons relied on the existence of those lower down the social ladder,
particularly as the gap between these two groups began to grow. In order to reaffirm their
new status, they needed to associate exclusively with fellow gentry, rather than with social
inferiors. Thus, “the middle classes disappeared from great households as employees or
subordinates, and reappeared as guests.”151
The result of this shift was an eventual denigration of service. Author and historian
Christopher Hollis (1902–1977), mused in 1929 that the inequality between servant and
master which beleaguered so many British homes, was a “special vice of Victorian England.
The Continent has never properly had it. The Middle Ages certainly did not have it.”152 By
the nineteenth century, service (in the sense of labour) and gentility were mutually exclusive,
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with service viewed as a socially inferior and “degrading”153 career.154 For example, Jeanne
Peterson discusses the social stigma attached to entering service, particularly for distressed
gentlewomen taking on paid positions as governesses or companions.155 Moreover, it is
telling that the first object of the short-lived Domestic Worker’s Union (1908–1914) was “To
raise the status of domestic work to the level of other industries, so that domestic workers
shall cease to be a despised species, and to educate these workers to a proper sense of their
own importance.”156 [Emphasis added]. In his memoir, servant Frederick Gorst recalls a
woman at Billingsgate flinging a rancid fish at his pristine, if extravagant, footman’s livery,
which was a symbol of his subservience.157 Notwithstanding, some modern servants achieved
a degree of respect and recognition. Some, like Edwin Lee, the butler to the Astor family who
will be discussed in Chapter Five, were highly respected members of their communities, but
such instances were uncommon. Despite the disparity between feudal notions of service, and
the comparatively recent denigration of service, the sense of servants upholding the standards
informed by the ideal within their place of employment resurfaces throughout the country
house genre. The romantic notion of a cohesive and united household remains a cornerstone
of both the genre even during the twenty-first century, and will be discussed further in
relation to Vita Sackville-West’s novel The Edwardians.
Reading the Servant Absence
It would be incorrect to claim a complete dearth of servant characters within the country
house genre: they are present, albeit represented with varying degrees of superficiality. Bruce
Robbins’s The Servants’ Hand: English Fiction from Below (1986) is a seminal text
exploring the rich contextual developments and textual representations of servants, including
both metropolitan and country households. It is important to distinguish between the
representation of servants on the whole, which may be discussed in terms of depicting the
working-classes, for example, and the depiction of country house servants within the present
discussion of the country house ideal. Robbins claims that on the whole, “the literary servant
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does not represent actual servants, or at most does so only tangentially.”158 Rather than
conveying “anything precise” about historical servants, Robbins claims that novelists only
employ servants for their “momentary performance of useful functions,” such as “expository
prologues, oracular messengers,” as “authorial mouthpieces, rhetorical “doublings” of the
protagonist,” and “accessories used to complicate or resolve the action.”159 In short, they
merely fill the margins of “texts devoted to their superiors.”160 The presence of country house
servants in country house works tends to conform to this general observation.
Returning to the country house genre specifically, in the earliest Renaissance country
house works, the lives and experiences of servants and estate workers were appropriated to
promote values of hospitality and generosity on the part of the landowner. Among such
works are Robert Herrick’s “The Hock-Cart” and Ben Jonson’s “To Penshurst,” which
feature large, anonymous groups of servants and labourers who bolster their employers’
reputations for largesse. “The Hock-Cart” celebrates the interdependence of life on an estate.
While it describes the bounty brought in by workers at harvest time, its true purpose is to
celebrate the wealth of the estate and the implied generosity of the Earl of Westmorland.
Servants must work for him and produce food, and he in turn offers a home, protection, and
employment: “Feed him ye must, whose food fills you.”161 The body of servants and estate
workers is used here as a vessel for the glorification of their employer, and are
undistinguished, as individuals.
The intervening centuries saw the increasing appearance of servants in more central,
narrator roles, such as in Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (1740) or Charlotte Brontë’s Jane
Eyre (1847). Later Victorian and early-twentieth-century texts often include servant
characters who are genuinely part of the narrative, though not a dominant part. They act as
counterparts to the family, as props, or conveniently to further the cause of moral didacticism.
Robbins posits that in the nineteenth-century novel:
Its servants may be identified as butlers, tweenies, and slavies, but the considerable
textual pace allotted to them is filled with much the same repertory of comic gestures
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and devices… In this thin and functional figure, there is very little of either the
heroism or the sufferings of the working class.162
To further illustrate, Phoebe Marks of Lady Audley’s Secret (1862), reveals the machinations
of her mistress through observation, and acts as a double to the protagonist, Lady Audley. In
twentieth-century country house novels, such as L. P. Hartley’s The Go-Between, published
in 1953 but set in 1900, servants feature in minor, anonymous roles carrying messages, or
supplementing numbers in the “house v. village” cricket match. At best, they are felt to
populate the unseen parts of the house.
The interwar period saw a more diversified inclusion of the working classes in
literature, giving country house servants more developed back-stories and voices. Although a
gamekeeper instead of an indoor servant, Oliver Mellors of D. H. Lawrence’s Lady
Chatterley’s Lover (1928), is motivated by his own emotions, thinks critically and has his
own complex history, all of which define him more than his position at Wragby Hall. Bound
up with his physicality and strength of will is a sense of fierce and absolute independence. He
is freer, both physically and spiritually, than his employer, and thus, is free of his employer.
Lawrence’s redefinition of class stereotypes contributed to the book’s infamous reception,
and was reflective of changing attitudes towards the moral, spiritual and physical agency of
country house employees at the beginning of the twentieth century.
It would appear that the historic country house servant, despite being essential to
maintaining an estate and upholding the practices of hospitality, is not represented
prominently in the textual tradition. Arguably, this may be an accurate or unsurprising
depiction of a community where (in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in
particular), servants were encouraged by contemporary practices to be silent and invisible,
something explored further in Chapter Three. One could argue that texts such as Brideshead
Revisited or The Edwardians depict an accurate view of a house and its inhabitants from an
upper-class perspective. Probably, this invisibility in a historic, practical sense merely
compounded the erasure of labour in an already aristocratic-centric form of literature. In light
of this invisibility, irrespective of its origins, it becomes quite a task to seek out the servant
presence in a genre where servants are not foregrounded. To find country house texts with
central servant figures set, and especially written, in the early twentieth century is nearly
impossible: textually-represented servants are so frequently peripheral or archetypal, or
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described from an upper-class, aristocratic perspective. It seemed a sufficiently detailed
servant voice could only be located in country house servant memoirs.
However, it soon becomes apparent than even if servants are only tangentially
represented in a text, signs of their presence may be found in a number of places. As with
linocut or woodcut printmaking, it is the relief sections that produce the whole image. It is the
parts that are not there, those which have been erased or gouged out, that produce the final,
clear picture. Similarly, the servant presence can frequently be read through their absence,
through the empty spaces and through the signs of their labour. In a historical sense, servants
were indirectly visible in manicured gardens, well-stocked jam larders, spotless linen and
sparkling silver. Although unseen (unless a butler or footman who was on display), servants’
initial invisibility is belied by the evidence of their work. Equally, the decrepit or decaying
country house reveals a lack of a community of servants, whose invisible labour is vital to
maintaining the public façade and the standards of the ideal. As will be explored in relation to
Sackville-West’s The Edwardians and several of Waugh’s novels, the representation of
servants may reflect the state of the imagined country house, according to the tenets of the
ideal.
Studies of working-class life-writing whose authors lived during the nineteenth and
early-twentieth centuries, often equate labour with an absence of personhood. In her study of
the working-class life-writing manuscripts collected by John Burnett, David Vincent and
David Mayall, Claire Lynch discusses the way working-class authors write about work, and
notes invisible spaces in their own memoirs.163 For example, many working-class authors
privilege their labour and erase their personal lives. Lynch notes that one brick maker:
“allocates a greater number of words to describe the components and measurements of a
brick, for example, than he does to the birth of his son.”164 There are also figures within these
memoirs whose presence is signified by the results of their labour. When examining the
memoir of a railwayman, she notes that his career was only a success because of his wife’s
support: the reader becomes aware that the railwayman’s career “was made possible by the

163

Compiled in John Burnett, David Vincent and David Mayall, The Autobiography of the
Working Class: 1790 –1900 (Sussex: Harvester, 1984–1989). The original manuscripts are
held at the Burnett Archive of Working-Class Autobiography at Brunel University in West
London.
164
Claire Lynch, ““Unlike Actors, Politicians or Eminent Military Men”: The Meaning of
Hard Work in Working Class Autobiography,” A/B: Auto/Biography Studies 25, 2 (2010):
198.
57

unacknowledged work of his wife.”165 Not unlike the country house servant, “throughout the
narrative [the wife] is a shadowy presence, occupying an off-stage role, but always
acknowledged as the source of his working success through her love and support.”166
Like Lynch, Juliette Atkinson employs similarly theatrical language (backstage, offstage) in her study of nineteenth-century “hidden” lives. In this work, she also associates
hidden lives with unseen, but felt, labour. Atkinson explains that Virginia Woolf describes
the biographies of unknown people as “the dressing-rooms, the workshops, the wings, the
sculleries and the bubbling cauldrons, where life seethes and steams and is forever on the
boil.”167 There is an expectation by Woolf that labour should remain unseen, however vital its
products are. Atkinson explains that:
The insistence on hidden labour is also a constant feature of nineteenth-century
biographies. ... in “the Lives of the Obscure,” the temptation for the biographer and
reader to delve among this chaotic, life-giving scenery is coupled with the
understanding that the energy of these life-givers is dependent on their remaining,
backstage. One can resource oneself through contact with them, but this contact
should best be a temporary one.168
Atkinson’s comments about the hidden nature of labour coupled with its absolute vitality
resonate with the way this thesis views servants in the country house tradition. With the
exception of footmen, their labour is also unseen, off-stage, relegated to the wings and the
sculleries, but is no less important in maintaining the ideals associated with the country
house. Without their work, which is sometimes the only evidence of their existence, the
fictional country house would lack a symbiotic, hierarchic community and could not offer
hospitality. The understanding that a person’s existence may be indicated by the products of
their labour informs the encounters with servant figures throughout this thesis. In The
Edwardians, for example, servants are largely portrayed in terms of their contribution to the
estate. While this representation is limited by the class and experiences of the author, it
nevertheless forms a valid and rich depiction of servants and their perceived usefulness to an
estate. In Brideshead Revisited, the figure of Nanny Hawkins is rarely seen but everywhere
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felt, for although she is only encountered at particular moments throughout the novel,
evidence of her labour lies in the survival of all four Flyte children to adulthood. The selected
servant memoirs contain similar patterns of self-erasure, exhibiting a focus on labour and
career in favour of personal events. In a milieu where the best servants are invisible, it is
unsurprising to find them barely sketched within the genre. However, one place they may be
located is in the results of their labour, in the smooth running of a household, and in the
maintenance of the ideal in a textual space.
The Twentieth-Century Country House Servant: A Representative Experience
It is important to acknowledge the enormously varied experiences of historic servants in
country houses; experiences that don’t necessarily find overt expression in the texts that
represent such service. Nevertheless, to broach any discussion of textually represented
servants, it becomes necessary to identify a reasonably homogenous historical group to use as
an anchor point, from which the textual representation may conform or diverge. According to
the 1891 census, servants in Britain numbered 1.4 million,169 and by the 1920s made up
thirteen percent of the population.170 These figures do not relate specifically to country house
servants, but nevertheless, it becomes increasingly likely that the voices and experiences of
individuals may be lost among such a large group, and among the traits assumed to belong to
the country house servant as a type.
Conduct manuals identify some of the qualities that servants were expected to possess
in order to be considered useful in the nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century country house.
Largely aimed at aspiring, middle-class households, conduct manuals are nonetheless
reflective of country house management, based on aristocrats’ handling of their servants.
Country house servants represent the upper echelons of the profession, and conduct manuals
therefore capture the standards surrounding aristocratic service, which are disseminated
among upper-middle class households. The qualities expounded by these manuals include
silence, solemnity, dignity, acute powers of observation, and discretion. Sarah and Samuel
Adams’ snappily named, 1825 manual, The Complete Servant: Being a practical guide to the
peculiar duties and business of all descriptions of servants, from the housekeeper to the
servant of all work, and from the land steward to the foot-boy; with useful receipts and
tables, advises young servants to “conform with alacrity to the duties required of them…. to
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be respectful and faithful to their superiors.”171 They further commend “industry, fidelity and
truth,” alongside temperance, diligence, silence, affability, frugality, constancy, humility,
morality, and cleanliness.172 Household manuals containing information on servant keeping
include Isabella Beeton’s volumes, such as Mrs Beeton’s Cookery Book, which suggests that
“cleanliness, neatness, and regularity should be the ruling qualities of the good housewife and
her assistants.”173 Conduct manuals should of course be read with caution, for their overuse
allows the reader to make the error that historian Edward Higgs warns against: “To fall back
on the evidence of manuals of domestic economy… is equivalent to using Vogue to
reconstruct the life-style of the ‘typical’ modern family.”174 Even a cursory examination of
extant country house servants’ memoirs reveals gaps between the qualities servants actually
demonstrated, and those they were supposed to embody. Nevertheless, there are certain
generalisations and trends that can be observed in relation to country house service in the
early-twentieth century.
In the Introductory Chapter, it was noted that a twenty-first-century interest in servant
narratives has seen the production number of works, both fictional and historical, about
servants’ lives in the country house at the turn of the century. These servant-based (although
not necessarily country house servants) works of fiction include Julian Fellowes’s television
serial Downton Abbey (2010-2015), Heidi Thomas’s television drama Upstairs Downstairs
(2010), Sarah Waters’s novels Fingersmith (2002) and Affinity (1999), and Jo Baker’s novel
Longbourne (2012).175 There is also a body of recently-collated information about the role of
the nineteenth- and twentieth-century country house servant. Information relating to country
house service in this period can be found in social histories such as Lucy Lethbridge’s
Servants: A Downstairs View of Twentieth Century Britain,176 Lucy Delap’s Knowing their
Place: Domestic Service in Twentieth-Century Britain,177 Jessica Gerard’s Country House
171
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Life: Family and Servants, 1815-1914,178 Tessa Boase’s The Housekeeper’s Tale,179 Jeremy
Musson’s Up and Down Stairs,180 Adeline Hartcup’s Below Stairs in the Great Country
Houses,181 Pamela Sambrook’s The Country House Servant,182 and Sian Evans’s Life Below
Stairs in the Victorian and Edwardian Country House.183 These texts offer comprehensive
appraisals of service in the Victorian to mid-twentieth-century country house, and largely
inform the historical-contextual basis of this thesis. Flowing from these sources, the
following paragraphs identify trends and prevailing attitudes that act as a benchmark from
which the servants analysed in subsequent chapters diverge or conform. These aspects often
share points of connection with the sense of the communal and feudal ideal of the country
house.
There is a marked distinction to be made between country house service, and service
in metropolitan or single-servant houses, during the early-twentieth century. It was better in
material, social and professional terms to work in a country house belonging to the landed
gentry or aristocracy. In isolated areas, extensive country houses formed the heart of a
community, and unlike single-servant households, “servants were able to find an identity and
retain more of their self-esteem in the community below stairs,” where “the large staff
provided much greater opportunities for friendship, romance and marriage.”184 It was true
that while “greater physical isolation intensified conflict,” it also “promoted solidarity.”185
Thus, the country house formed a communal hub, while at the same time defining the identity
of those associated with it. There was often better training, more departmentalisation, less
micromanagement from employers, better sleeping and sanitation facilities, healthier estategrown food, better cast-off clothing, the opportunity for Christmas balls, dances and other
social events, incentives and outings from employers, with the added prospect of a pension or
accommodation for long-serving retirees. Compared to servants in the cities or smaller,
middle-class households, country house staff had more autonomy in terms of personal life,
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such as a choice of dress during hours off, reading material and leisure activities. This, of
course, would vary from house to house. As will be explored further in Chapter Five in
relation to servants’ memoirs, the sense of the country estate supporting servants during their
most vulnerable moments is an important, reciprocal aspect of the ideal house.
Before 1914, a large country house might be expected to employ up to fifty
servants.186 These establishments could still form “very much the same kind of total
communities they had in the Middle Ages, highly structured, authoritarian and inwardlooking, largely self-sufficient and independent of the rest of society, local and national.”187
The aforementioned sense of community was structured according to gender, and to position:
“Every department was under the general supervision, as regards the men, of the house
steward, and of the women, the housekeeper.”188 The group of upper servants would typically
include butlers, housekeepers, lady’s maids, valets and the cook. The group of lower servants
might be made up of housemaids, laundry maids, hall boys, footmen, and scullery or kitchen
maids. Outdoor servants were exclusively male, and might include groundskeepers,
gardeners, gamekeepers, stable men and boys, and grooms. Governesses (and to a lesser
extent, infants’ nurses) often led a lonely existence, occupying a liminal position above the
servants, but below the family. It was also common for servants to move every few years or
so, as promotion was often easier to achieve in a new household: “Job mobility was high
among lower servants, but generally declined as they moved into senior positions.”189
Servants were only rarely promoted within the same household, as bypassing the strict
hierarchy below stairs could make for awkward working relationships.
Strict gender departmentalisation is often cited as a means of maintaining the moral
health of the household. In the name of paternalistic benevolence and moral guardianship,
domestic staff lived a strictly segregated life, with men and women using different staircases
and housekeepers checking that all women were in their rooms in the evening. Safeguarding
the virtue of servants (particularly female) meant that young women could expect to grow up
in a safe, if strict, environment, but conversely any misdemeanour would result in
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dismissal.190 The thirteenth and final object of the short-lived Domestic Workers Union
simply reads, “Help for unfortunate girls,” suggesting that sexual assault or coercion was a
known problem in the profession.191 In great houses, the full spectrum of paternalistic
benevolence found expression, with some employers adopting a genuine stance of moral,
physical and pastoral care, and others exploiting the power imbalance to their utmost
advantage. In the novel The Edwardians alone, at one end of the spectrum the devout
housekeeper Mrs Wickenden takes care to safeguard the virtue of her indoor girls, and at the
other, Sebastian (heir apparent) has an affair with the groundskeeper’s daughter, which in a
fortuitous moment of clear-sightedness, he ends before consummating the relationship. This
was a time when, as servant Rose Harrison recalls, “the vicar’s reference that you came from
‘God-fearing parents’ carried more weight than your education, experience and ability to do
your job, and when employers were more worried about the care of your soul than that of
your body.”192 Employers and upper servants were expected to pass moral and practical
lessons on to female servants, which in theory, would then be replicated on a smaller scale
when they chose to marry and run their own homes. These practices all worked toward
maintaining Christian values within the country house.
In the early-twentieth century the term “family” could be problematic. Close
relationships certainly could, and did, develop between staff and employers; between
mistresses and lady’s maids, between the children and their nannies, or between a
professional housekeeper or butler and their employers. Rosina Harrison worked with Lady
Astor for over thirty years, and wrote that “as the years went by,” they developed a close
relationship and found that they had “become necessary to each other.”193 Many career
servants, who remained in service their entire lives, could be absolutely loyal to a family and
could expect to be housed in their old age. George Waudby, employed by the 9th Duke of
Rutland before World War II, recalled one manservant, Charlie Tweed, who was “born in the
1850s” and “had worked at the castle since he was six.” Although Tweed “wasn’t up to
much,” the Duke kept him employed, for “the castle was his life. One of his jobs was to bang
the gong for dinner upstairs.”194
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Nevertheless, while the expression “part of the family” might have been uttered by
employers in the spirit of household unity, in terms of actual living conditions, wages, or
hours, they amounted to little more than sentiment. While the narrative of a symbiotic
arrangement between staff and employers suits the country house ideal, it must be
remembered that the relationship was also founded on practicality. The lavish, country house
lifestyle was only made possible through access to affordable labour, and in turn, country
houses provided employment opportunities for some of the more vulnerable members of
society. As such, some servant memoirists are more prosaic, even cynical, about the ideal of a
“family.” Eric Horne writes of one aristocratic employer, that “servants were treated by him
as though they were a lower order of beings simply sent for his use and convenience.”195
Thus, while the appellation of “family” might be too strongly inclusive for the early
twentieth-century country house, the term “household” remains apt, as it has the connotation
of a cohesive group, united, if sometimes reluctantly, in the maintenance of a particular
country house.
From the earliest manifestation of the great house onward, historic country house
servants were intimately involved with the performance of hospitality and the preservation of
certain standards, which went on to inform the ideal. Maintaining any level of sophistication
and comfort, or even a minimum of functionality, would be impossible without them. The
same is true of the country house ideal: without servants, it would be unsupported,
untethered. The accumulating servant presence explored in this thesis is informed by historic
practice, with arguably all of the authors having some experience either being a servant, or
enjoying the results of their labour. Thus, historic practice informs the ideal and finds its way
into the literary tradition, where the servant presence contributes in myriad ways to the
multiform notions of the ideal. Due to the choice of text types, which include both the writing
of real servants and of novelists creating fictional servants, there may appear to be an
occasional overlap between the fictional and historic servants. This thesis acknowledges the
difference in text types and therefore in servants (idealised, fictional, historical, remembered)
but does not concede that their differences makes each contribution to the ideal any less
valid. Rather, these diverse texts represent servants in varied and exciting ways, the sum total
of which is a more complete, more polyphonic and more inclusive sense of the role of
servants in upholding and contributing to the literary ideal of the country house.
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Having traced the development of the country house ideal, it becomes apparent that a
central tenet is the existence of a stable, continuous custodianship of house and estate, which
is occupied by a symbiotic, mutually beneficial, and hierarchic community. Servants are an
integral part of that community. However, the country house genre, which draws on elements
from the pastoral tradition, tends to erase or minimise labour as it disrupts the aristocratic
fantasy of a frictionless, perfect community. Although the performance of labour may be left
out of the textual tradition, the results of labour are not: it is in this space that the servant
presence may be sought. Having established a representative servant experience in the earlytwentieth century, the following chapters will turn to the ways in which servants are
represented or self-represented in retrospective country house texts. The next chapter turns to
the work of Vita Sackville-West, in which the feudal and nostalgic associations traced in this
chapter, find expression.
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Chapter Three
Serving the Edwardian Ideal: Symbiotic Communities in Vita Sackville-West’s The
Edwardians

The system was, and is, a curious mixture of the feudal and the communal, and it
survives in England today. One wonders for how long?
Vita Sackville-West, English Country Houses, 1942.1
Vita Sackville-West was right to question how long the symbiotic, feudal spirit of the English
country house might survive. During her childhood, she witnessed the meticulous efficiency
of the Victorian country house; in her youth, its Edwardian extravagance; and in her middleage, the post-war era of the National Trust. Over that period, she saw the social structures that
supported the English country house fall away. Service, in particular, declined as an
occupation and way of life. Like her contemporary, writer and earl’s daughter Cynthia
Asquith, who saw many of the great houses of her youth cease to exist as homes,2 SackvilleWest questioned how long the system, nearly obsolete when she wrote English Country
Houses, would survive. The material conditions that necessitated a large, country house
community have since departed, and this idealised community now exists largely in the realm
of the imagination.
The country house genre has a history of its own, and is informed by the accumulated
cultural understandings around the country house. Referred to in this thesis as the country
house ideal, this “sympathetic vision”3 guides and informs representations of the country
house, and provides a benchmark against which to measure types of servant representation.
Servant representation in this novel is closely linked to the feudal values that inform the
country house genre. It may seem incongruous to claim the existence of feudalism in the
early-twentieth century, but by turning to foundational moments in the development of the
English country house, it becomes apparent that a thread of feudal loyalty survived. Indeed, it
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was an important quality to Vita Sackville-West, whose sense of a long-standing servant
community feeds into her idealised depiction of an Edwardian country house in her 1930
novel, The Edwardians. Servant representations in her novel are shaped by their support of,
and occasionally their deviation from, the ideal. Jeremy Rosen’s understanding that genres
develop “empirically and historically,”4 informs the consideration of this novel, which is
shaped as much by the author’s engagement with the ideal, as with the genre’s heritage. This
chapter views Vita Sackville-West’s 1930 novel as an iteration of the country house genre,
specific to its time and place, but informed by a longer tradition.
Vita Sackville-West’s novel, The Edwardians, may be placed alongside other
nostalgic, post-Edwardian texts5 and read in terms of its idealistic portrayal of a bygone era.
Literature from the Edwardian period is often retrospectively characterised by the memory of
upper-class decadence and a sense of inexorable movement toward the First World War.
Portrayed retrospectively, the decade tends to be problematically depicted as “a single long
country-house weekend from Edward’s [VII] coronation to his passing and, beyond that, to
the guns of August.”6 More specifically to this study, English country house life is frequently
regarded as having peaked in this period, with the First World War and subsequent social
changes permanently disrupting the country house hierarchy.7 These conflated impressions
provide only a simplified view of a complex era, one that is often country-house-centric, and
which characteristically deals with the experiences of a privileged minority while ignoring
the diversity and progress of the period. Recently, there has developed an increasing
recognition that this view of the period offers only a “sanitised idealisation of years of
transition and turbulence.”8 The trouble in making any definitive statement about the
character of the age is connected to the difficulty of divorcing the actual historical mood from
that projected upon it in hindsight. It is a retrospective colouring of events that informs Vita
Sackville-West’s The Edwardians.
The servants who populate Sackville-West’s nostalgically-driven depiction of the
ideal country house are largely invested in the family and its estate, Chevron. Imaginatively
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existing in 1905, Chevron has barely changed since feudal times, embodying the critical
sense of age and continuity. By 1930 however, when Sackville-West was writing, the
seemingly stable Edwardian country house had changed beyond recognition. The
retrospective positioning of the text means that servants can be read as a part of SackvilleWest’s attempt to preserve the country house ideal on the page and to negotiate the changes
of the intervening two decades, which are frequently framed in the novel as a shift away from
the former vestigial-feudal arrangement. Servant representations therein are necessarily those
of an upper-class author, and speak directly to Sackville-West’s personal sense of the ideal
country house, and experience living in and running a country house. She has been described
as “an unapologetic defender of the aristocracy,” whose ideas of legacy, tradition and
continuity are centred around the “flow of economic and social privilege from one generation
to the next,”9 and as such cannot be expected to resist a traditional, or conservative view of
the country house way of life. Nevertheless, her depiction of servants and their role in
upholding the country house, based heavily on her childhood experiences with the staff at
Knole (her childhood home), contribute to the accumulated textuality of the servant presence
in the writing surrounding the English country house.
Servant characters in the novel are filtered by the author’s experiences, and exist to
support the country house ideal on the fictional estate, particularly by assuring a sense of
continuity and community. However, not all historic servants were intrinsically motivated to
uphold the ideal: certain structures needed to be in place to ensure that staff were committed
to their roles. It is possible to identify the physical and ideological structures that ensured
historic servants maintained the standards of the country house, and where these are reflected
in the novel. Within the servants’ community at Chevron, as in historical houses of the
period, servants replicate the values, ideals and status-based standards of their employers by
enforcing a strict hierarchy within the servants’ hall. In both historic houses (as illustrated
using evidence from memoirs) and within the novel, the act of surveillance could be used to
control both servants and employers, and provides servants with another opportunity to
protect the reputation of the house.
Text and Context
At the heart of the novel is Chevron, a country estate as yet untouched by war or death duties,
and still largely an expression of its feudal past. The Edwardians chronicles the years 1905–
9

Sophie Blanch, “Contested Wills: Reclaiming the Daughter’s Inheritance in Vita
Sackville-West’s the Edwardians,” Critical Survey 19, no. 1 (2007): 77.
68

1910, capturing the customs and luxury of the upper classes, and their social rhythm of
parties, parades and comings-of-age. The central family consists of Lucy, the Duchess of
Chevron, her son, Sebastian, and her daughter, Viola. The novel follows Sebastian’s coming
of age via his numerous conquests, who include an aristocrat, Lady Sylvia Roehampton, a
middle-class doctor’s wife, a bohemian artist, a groundsman’s daughter, and an eminently
suitable, if predictable, fiancée. Sebastian emerges from his “patrician adolescence”10 as a
young man uncertain about the future of his landowner role and its incumbent
responsibilities. At the end of the novel, Sebastian decides to go adventuring with Leonard
Anquetil, a disruptive explorer and visitor to Chevron, who views the customs of the country
house set with the same anthropological detachment with which he might view an
undiscovered tribe. Lucy, the Duchess, is capricious, entitled, and engages in all the
stereotypical activities of aristocratic women: discreet affairs, entertaining, eating and
drinking, gossiping, intriguing, and nagging her serious and observant daughter. Her
daughter, Viola, grows from a quiet schoolgirl into a young woman with strong ideas about
love, and societal and gender expectations. She rejects the type of life to which she was
brought up, and marries Leonard Anquetil.11
At a juncture when many in England were suffering from the after-effects of the First
World War, death duties and The Depression, this novel speaks to a sense of nostalgia
surrounding the last golden age of hospitality and aristocratic decadence.12 Dennis Walder
describes nostalgia as an uncanny “mix of individual and social desires that prompts the
search for past experiences.”13 Running through The Edwardians are dual threads of
nostalgia: one is a personal longing for a childhood home, and the other, a public longing for
a time when things seemed stable, secure, and immutable. Due to the inclusion of these dual
threads of nostalgia, The Edwardians is both a work of personal nostalgia for a remembered
home, and a collective memorial for a vanished way of life.
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In 1928, Sackville-West’s father, Lionel Sackville-West, died of influenza and was
laid to rest in the chapel at Knole, their country estate in Kent. Arguably, this was the catalyst
for writing a descriptive catalogue of her Edwardian childhood home. For four days after her
father’s death, “for the first and last time [Knole] belonged wholly to Vita.”14 She knew that
the death of her father would mean the loss of her childhood home, for the estate would pass
to his brother Charlie, and then to Charlie’s son Eddy. Nevertheless, she spent those four
days as chatelaine, making funeral arrangements and administering the household, saying
farewell to the house that could never be hers. Just as Virginia Woolf’s androgynous and
titular Orlando can be viewed as a projection of Vita Sackville-West’s desire to occupy
Knole, Sebastian and Viola dichotomise Sackville-West’s gendered approach to
inheritance.15 Sebastian represents the fantasy of keeping Knole, whereas Viola must
eventually leave her home, and relinquish any proprietary connection with the family estate.16
After Lionel’s death, Sackville-West wrote generously to her cousin Eddy, saying
“Knole is now to you what it used to be to me; but I know you love it as much as I do.”17 Her
biographer, Victoria Glendinning, writes that “she knew for a fact [Eddy] did not” and
daydreamed to her husband Harold that if nobody wanted it, “[She] would be quite ready to
take it off their hands.”18 Sackville-West now had no reason to visit Knole, and she hated the
thought of Charlie’s American wife as chatelaine.19 When she returned to organise her
father’s belongings, she found that:
Knole was looking particularly lovely, outside, in the sunshine; but gloomy inside, as
all the blinds were down and dust-sheets like shrouds over everything, which I really
prefer, as I didn’t like everything looking just the same.20
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It was the unmistakeable end of an era. Her father passed away in January 1928; she was
writing The Edwardians by June 1929 or earlier,21 and the novel appeared on 29 May, 1930.
For Sackville-West, Knole was no longer part of her future, but of her past. It was possibly
this moment of severance that caused her to turn backward, to evoke the remembered
perfection of that vanished world.
As an aristocrat who was brought up in a large country house that included among its
guests the very top tiers of English society,22 Sackville-West is a “witness to the mode of
living of the aristocracy” who “cannot be questioned.”23 Details from her childhood at Knole
find their way into the pages of the The Edwardians,24 and in the novel’s brief but
provocative Author’s Note, Sackville-West writes: “No character in this book is wholly
fictitious.”25 Flitting in and out of her pages are real political and society figures such as
Millicent, Duchess of Sutherland, celebrated hostess and social reformer: “Deevy parties at
Stafford House, always. And Millie looking like a goddess, with a golden train half-way
down the stairs.”26 Glendinning claims that Vita’s notoriously unstable, flighty and critical
mother, Lady Sackville, is the model for Lucy, even wearing the same ruby collar tied with a
bow of tulle that Vita recalled her mother wearing.27 Sackville-West’s real dogs, Henry and
Sarah, feature in the novel, 28 Viola’s persistently straight hair is Vita’s own,29 and Lady
Sylvia Roehampton is based on the Countess of Westmorland, who visited Knole when Vita
was eight.30 Despite the focus on upper-class characters, the novel is also a catalogue of the
wider Edwardian social spectrum, featuring the morally rigid upper-middle classes, middleclass professionals, and most importantly, country house servants.
The household servants at the fictional Chevron are led by the housekeeper, Mrs
Wickenden, and the butler, Vigeon. Each is the master of their own domain: in her protective
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and regulatory role as housekeeper, Mrs Wickenden strategically uses information to bolster
her authority and cultivate a reputation for omniscience within the household. She
understands Chevron even better than Lucy, and has “been known to correct her mistress–
with the utmost tact and respect– on a point of historical accuracy.”31 Mr Wickenden is the
head carpenter and responsible for the house itself: he appears more frequently in the text
than does Vigeon, and has a closer relationship with Sebastian. Miss Wace is Lucy’s
secretary, who is not regarded “as a human being at all, but rather as a repository for illtemper, petty annoyance, temporary good-humour, or whatever mood, she, Lucy, might
happen to be in.”32 However indignant Miss Wace becomes, however close to handing in her
resignation, the attraction of royal visits and the vicarious glamour of Lucy’s lifestyle prevail.
Wace is bound by ties of loyalty, devoted to the success of Chevron and its mistress, and
proud of her position in an eminent household. It seems that Lucy is indiscriminately critical
of her staff, including her downtrodden and harassed maid: “Don’t pull my hair like that,
Button; really. I never knew such a clumsy woman; now you have given me a headache for
the rest of the evening. Do be more careful… Button!”33 Button remains intractable and
unperturbed by her mistress’s remonstrations, and appears in the text only as a foil to
emphasise Lucy’s poor treatment of her staff. It is all the more remarkable that Wace and
Button remain at Chevron; it may be that the sense of prestige and community attached to the
country house outweigh the daily trials of Lucy’s company.
Within the novel, there occurs some slippage between the interchangeable use of
terms such as “domestic servants,” “tenants” or “estate workers,” who appear to be viewed as
part of a single, if diverse, community. Historically, these categories could be
interchangeable, as all were part of the estate/village population. Jessica Gerard explores
employment practices in the country house at the turn of the twentieth century, finding that
there was less separation between house and village than one might expect. People who once
worked in the house might have children or relatives who were part of the immediate,
residing servant community. Laundering or mending was often outsourced to local women,
particularly those who had worked in the country house before their marriage, and local
people could be hired on a casual or seasonal basis, during special events or busy agricultural
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periods.34 Indeed, Mrs Wickenden (the housekeeper’s sister-in-law of the same name)
remains a welcome visitor to the servants’ hall, despite having left service to marry.
However, it would be a mistake to assume that these diverse groups were without
their own self-regulating hierarchies. For example, tenant farmers would never have
consented to being categorised as country house servants. Class distinctions among the
working classes were arguably as acute as those of the aristocracy. In his 1909 novel TonoBungay, H G Wells describes the minuteness of social distinction and the bearing it had upon
one’s life. “Above you were your betters, below you were your inferiors, and there were even
an unstable questionable few, cases so disputable that you might, for the rough purpose of
every day at least, regard them as your equals.”35 One possible reason for the conflation of
socially distinct groups within the country house estate could be Sackville-West’s persistent
view of the country house community as a single co-dependent and notionally feudal group.
The ideal country house is populated by diverse people united in the effort to maintain an
estate, and as evidenced by similar articulations in her 1944 tract, English Country Houses,
this is a core aspect of Sackville-West’s innate understanding of the country house.
Retrospective Social Change and the Feudal Ideal
The notion of a feudal community, and Edwardian grandeur, were closely married in Vita
Sackville-West’s conception of the English country house, particularly that of her childhood
home, Knole. In her recreation of the estate in The Edwardians, “her mythologising of the
house became complete.”36 The act of “mythologising” is necessarily the process of seeing
and re-writing the past from a distance. Written at a distance of twenty years, the Edwardian
house is portrayed in the novel as a remembered version of the ideal, an ideal of the ideal.
Further, mythologising this space was a habit that Sackville-West developed in childhood:
she had often negotiated her own loneliness and her parents’ unstable marriage by rendering
herself, Knole, and “its whole population of relatives and servants… characters in a fable.”37
In her juvenilia, relatives become goblins or fairies, and the ancestors whose portraits she
viewed daily populate her short stories. The Edwardians, for all its validity as a novel which
captures a way of life by one eminently suited to record it,38 is not a contemporary report, but
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a remembered and necessarily mythologised, even romanticised rendering of the Edwardian
household.
In her study of the nineteenth-century medieval revival, Elizabeth Fay asserts: “Tory
authors and historians looked to the medieval period for feudal paternalism and an
interdependent community as a solution to economic crisis and class unrest…”39 Although
Vita Sackville-West was writing over a century after the generation of writers to which Fay
refers, Sackville-West was one author who sought a solution to present unrest in the
perpetuation of ancient traditions, and to whom “a great palace like Knole was to stand as an
emblem of the community.”40 It is the notion of the functioning household unit, derived from
the pre-modern arrangement, rather than the architectural shell of the house itself, that
underpins the sense of the country house ideal in The Edwardians. Amongst the various types
of writing about the English country house, it is not uncommon to find passages praising the
country house of old, particularly in terms of the hierarchic community it housed.
For example, in an article in the Spectator addressing “the National Trust and all that
it does for the salvation of properties,”41 Vita Sackville-West reflects on all that had been lost
with the country house way of life. Referring to her family estate, Knole, during an
unspecified period during the seventeenth century, she writes:
Great state was observed here once, when well over a hundred servants sat down daily
to eat at long tables in the Great Hall; the very list of their employments suggests the
sound and activity which stirred within the walls of this self-contained encampment,
this private burg: the armourer, the falconer, the slaughterman, the brewer, the baker,
the barber, the huntsman, the yeoman of the granary, the farrier, the grooms of the
great horse, and the stranger’s horse, the men to carry wood, Solomon the birdcatcher and many others besides, all coming in from their bothies and outhouses to
share in the communal meal with their master, his lady, their children, their guests,
and the mob of indoor servants whose avocations ranged from His Lordship’s
Favourite through innumerable pages, attendants, grooms and yeomen of various
chambers, scriveners, pantrymen, maids, clerks of the kitchen and the buttery, down
to the humble Grace Robinson and John Morockoe, both blackamoors.42
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It may be observed that there are similarities between this passage, and the passage from The
Edwardians, which appears at the beginning of the Foreword to this thesis.43 The idea of a
community at work, humming with activity and contained within a perfect microcosm, is
evidently a persistent impression for Sackville-West. The passage under consideration here
evokes a large community comprised of the Sackville family and their indoor and outdoor
staff, who were all integral to the running of the estate. With a little inspection, it becomes
apparent that this passage is itself an imagined idealisation of the country house way of life. It
is fundamentally anachronistic: Grace Robinson was a laundry maid who worked at Knole
between 1613 and 1624,44 by which time the custom of the lord and lady dining with the
entire estate was at least a hundred years out of date. The vignette does however, evidence
the tenacious and persevering nature of the ideal of a symbiotic community with the country
house at the centre. It is strongly connected to her sense that country houses were spaces
which experienced a “gradual and continuous development,” retaining those practices and
traditions that were seen as most valuable.45 Without a traditional, hierarchic and mutually
beneficial community, there can be no country house; only an empty edifice.
Other accounts undoubtedly informed Sackville-West’s notion of the ideal country
house, populating her mental image with scenes of bygone grandeur and community. In her
book, Knole and the Sackvilles, Sackville-West cites an Elizabethan commentary on the
household administration of Sir Thomas Sackville, the 1st Earl of Dorset (1536–1608). This
contemporary wrote:
He [the first Thomas Sackville] kept house for forty and two years in an honourable
proportion. For thirty years of these his family consisted of little less, in one place or
another, of two hundred persons. But for more than twenty years, besides workmen
and other hired, his number at least hath been two hundred and twenty daily, as
appeared upon check-role. A very rare example in this present age of ours, when
housekeeping is so decayed.46
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It is interesting to note that as late as the sixteenth century, the writer uses the term “family”
to indicate the two hundred persons hired to look after Thomas Sackville’s house and
relations. As mentioned earlier in relation to the feudal origins of the ideal, the terms
“family” and “household,” were once practically interchangeable. Historians have argued that
the word “family” was once much more inclusive term, deriving from the Latin familia,
meaning household or clan, and was not used to indicate the immediate “grouping of parents
and resident kin, but rather the household group of parents, children, and servants.”47 The
continuing use of the term “family” in the sixteenth century evokes the level of codependency, shared values and intimacy that could permeate life in the country house. This
extract suggests a level of mutual dependence amongst this community, or “family” of two
hundred. The remark about sadly diminished housekeeping aligns with the genre’s habit of
looking back to the recent past when the ideal was perceived to have been upheld with more
success. It would appear that the image of several hundred servants, defined by their
occupation and role within the demesne, was prominent in Vita Sackville-West’s mind.
Servants in The Edwardians can be read as part of Sackville-West’s evocation of a
vanished world: they illustrate the insidious signs of social change, and are part of the sense
that feudal traditions were falling to one side. They were integral to the vanished style of life
Sackville-West was trying to capture, and informed her own memories of the era. While
writing The Edwardians, she penned the following lines to Virginia Woolf about the
memories and impressions she wished to preserve:
The impression of waste and extravagance which assailed one the moment one
entered the doors of the house. The crowds of servants; people’s names in little slits
on their bedroom doors; sleepy maids waiting about after dinner in the passages. I
find that these things are a great deal more vivid to me than many things which have
occurred since…48
Those “sleepy maids” and “crowds of servants” were as much a part of the Edwardian
country house as upper-class figures like Lucy or Sebastian, who owned and occupied the
above-stairs spaces. Servants both facilitated and were a conspicuous part of the
“extravagance and waste,” and as such, are important figures of nostalgia, and retrospective
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indicators of social change. These “sleepy maids,” like the “family of two hundred,” are
legion: in both reflections on the country house lifestyle the servant population is significant.
Moreover, there is a lack of individuality amongst these descriptions, with servants viewed en
masse. Sackville-West mentions “crowds of servants” and “sleepy maids,” but only the
upper-class guests are described as “people,” and attributed names on their bedroom doors.
There is a significant servant presence, albeit an anonymous one, in the remembered country
house. Despite servants’ lack of individuality, their presence alone comprises an important
element of the nostalgia that can underpin country house texts.
Scott Howard explains that nostalgia can be driven by a phenomenon known as
“poverty of the present.”49 It means that something is lacking from the present which was not
lacking, or not perceived to have been lacking, from the past. For Sackville-West, reluctantly
married to Harold Nicolson, and living in their first home (Long Barn in Kent), patrician land
ownership is missing. This is something she would regain with the purchase of Sissinghurst
and its surrounding 450 acres of greensward in 1930. Knole, in the meantime, had become
“the house of her memories, the house in her dreams, a region of fantasy and her own perfect
panacea.”50 The sense of “poverty of the present”51 can also direct nostalgia toward those
“times when one was unaware of the impermanence of one’s surroundings.”52 Knole of
Vita’s childhood was a world of “order and stability,” at least on the surface.53 It was a place
where extravagance and ease reigned, lending “the necessary note of magnificence to this
feudal environment of fixed places and shared loyalties.”54 The very tangible sense of history
and continuity was a key characteristic. Matthew Dennison asserts that “for Knole and its
denizens, the world of 1892 appeared to differ from that of 1592 only in refinement and
ease.”55 There was certainly no sense of the estate’s looming impermanence, or rather, of the
impermanence of the residing community. This is a characteristic shared by the inhabitants of
Chevron, whose ideological landscape remains unaltered by the developments of the early
twentieth century. Thus, The Edwardians offers a refuge from present privation by indulging
in nostalgia for the safely enclosed world of the Edwardian country house, which to the mind
of 1905, seemed unchangeable.
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The sense of stability and lineage amongst the servants is connected to the lingering
presence of feudal values at Chevron, where amongst the servants, a “system of nepotism
reigned.”56 The servants themselves are part of the ideological continuity at Chevron, for
amongst the present contingent of staff, “Mrs. Wickenden and Wickenden the head-carpenter
were brother and sister; their father and grandfather had been head-carpenters in their day;
several of the housemaids were Mrs. Wickenden’s nieces, and the third footman was
Vigeon’s nephew.”57 There is a sense that the housekeeper’s medieval equivalent served the
then-lord of Chevron in exactly the same way that Mrs Wickenden serves Sebastian. The
roles do not change, they are simply filled by different actors:
Whole families, from generation to generation, naturally found employment on the
estate. Any outsider was regarded with suspicion and disdain. It must be said… that
they considered the great house as in some degree their own; their pride was bound up
in it, and their life was complete within the square of its walls.58
When Wickenden comes to see Sebastian about his son Frank’s desire to enter the motor
trade, he draws a direct parallel between the hereditary aspects of a dukedom and a carpentry
apprenticeship: “I looked to my boy to take my place after I was gone. Same as your Grace’s
son, if I may make the comparison.”59 Just as Sebastian’s lineage stretches back through the
centuries, a parallel lineage of servants stretches back over generations, and makes a similar
hereditary claim upon the estate. This is a phenomenon that Charles Dickens praised over
thirty years earlier in the 1860s, commenting that it was:
…good to see masters and servants grow old together; even better to see hereditary
service kept up– where there is a lineage of service in the servants’ hall as well as a
lineage recorded in Burke, where the son of the late Sir John’s old butler ministers to
Sir John’s successor.60
Drawn to the estate by a sense of longstanding loyalty, the servants at Chevron feel they are
as much a part of the house and its history, as are the owners. Sackville-West may have based
this on a similar hereditary practice at Knole. A full list of the servants and occupants of
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Knole can be found in John Bridgman’s 1817 An Historical and Topographical Sketch of
Knole, in Kent: With a Brief Genealogical History of the Sackville Family, and it is likely that
“Sackville-West made use of [the list of servants] in her novel.”61 Vigeon, who is Chevron’s
butler in the novel, appears on the list at Knole as a huntsman. The list includes a gardener
called Richard Wicking, and a postilion and a nursery attendant both called Pickenden
(possibly related), of which the name Wickenden may be a composite.62
Howard’s second condition of nostalgia is the naiveté requirement, which “demands
that there be a particular discrepancy in knowledge between the past and the present.”63
Written and published in 1930, both readers and author of The Edwardians occupy a
privileged position, informed by history and able to identify those aspects of life in the
English country house in 1905 that had only a limited tenure. Throughout the novel, ironic
references to the decline of the country house intersect with the widely-held perception that
the Edwardian age was one of naivety and ignorance, lacking any sense of self-awareness.64
Any reference to continuity or stability is bracketed by grim foreboding due to the
“deployment of a historic double-sightedness.”65 The implication is that contemporary
readers will not only have experienced World War I and its aftermath, but the fruition of the
agricultural depression in England, which may be traced back to the 1870s, then the crash of
the New York Stock Exchange in 1929, and the beginnings of the Depression in Britain.
Subsequently, readers will see through any assertion of longevity regarding the English
country house.66
Throughout the novel, allusions to imminent change can be framed as casual remarks
about a distant or seemingly unlikely future. Despite their seemingly trifling nature, such
comments make much darker, deliberate reference to the events of 1914 onward. These
subtle hints are enormously significant for Sackville-West’s readers, but not for her
characters. Thus, she reconstructs the seemingly safe, if ignorant, world of 1905, blessedly
free from the knowledge of the First World War and the subsequent decline of the English
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country house. Leonard Anquetil is a subtly disruptive houseguest at Chevron, whose
knowledge of the outside world better positions him to pass comment on the outdated
traditions and practices he sees across England and on its landed estates. He thinks the house
may be “dead… or at all events moribund; or, to say the least of it, static.”67 Anquetil views
the tendency of the landed classes to cling with determined obstinacy to the past as fatal to
the country house, describing Chevron as: “a rock at which the waters were nibbling…”68
Anquetil’s fellow houseguests suspect (correctly) that he regards the country house way of
life with some disdain, and in order to brush off this suspected criticism, they do not take his
predictions about its demise seriously. Frequently, Anquetil’s speech is darkly prophetic. For
example, he offhandedly suggests that Sebastian need not worry about his future
responsibilities on the estate, because “there may be a war by then, which will kill you off.”69
For the reader, these moments of seemingly casual, retrospective irony are purposeful and
significant. Not only do readers know that the hypothetical war is imminent, but also that
Sebastian, as a gentleman and a member of the officer class, would likely prove a casualty.
Their duty of leading their men “over the top,” meant that officers had an average survival
time of just six weeks on the Western Front.70 Given that scenario, the entire estate might
have been crippled by death duties or sold,71 and the absence of an heir could mean the end of
the family line. This was frequently the case during the interwar period, but the denizens of
Chevron are free from the weight of this knowledge.
Suspended forever at the zenith of country house hospitality, Sackville-West
establishes Chevron as an enclosed space guided by centuries of tradition; a final expression
of the vestiges of feudalism. Anquetil’s melancholy musings hint at this sense of enclosure:
“He would like to raise the wall around the park, and keep Chevron with all its inhabitants as
a national museum.”72 Ultimately, he knows this to be impossible, for then nobody would
grow older, “least of all Sebastian and Viola,” and ultimately, it must; “Go, in all its absurd
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paraphernalia of servants and luxury… he sighed for the passing of something so
characteristic, so intrinsically real, and so gracious.”73 Chevron is defined by the constant
warring of permanence and passing. In a passage describing the enclosed, symbiotic country
house estate, Sackville-West takes care to emphasise the belief in its inviolate endurance,
while hinting at its limited tenure:
All was warmth and security, leisure and continuity. An order of things which
appeared unchangeable to the mind of nineteen hundred and five. Why should they
change, since they had never changed? There were a few minor changes, perhaps no
armourer was beating out a new pair of greaves for his young master; but in the main
the tapestry had changed very little. The figures were the same, and the background
was the same: the grey walls, the flag on the tower, the verdure of the trees, the hares
and the deer feeding in the glades– even to the laundry maid hanging out the
washing.74 [Emphasis added]
Any sense of permanence is undermined by the repeated use of the word “change,” which
appears five times in four sentences. The insistence that change will not come to Chevron
creates a hybrid voice: this passage contains at once the attitude of Chevron’s occupants in
1905, and the benefit of hindsight situated in 1930.
In The Edwardians, there are indicators that the lineage of servants will soon be
broken. They are rapidly approaching the first moment when the endurance of the estate and
its employers will not be guaranteed. On historical estates, external pressures such as
technological advancements, the opening up of other industries, and increased social mobility
were breaking up the old patterns of service. In 1881, a third of all women between fifteen
and twenty worked in service,75 but by 1931, a year after The Edwardians was published, that
number had dropped to just eight percent.76 In the period covered in the novel, Wickenden’s
son Frank becomes a mechanic, rather than following the path set out by his predecessors.
Wickenden tells Sebastian, with tears in his eyes, that his son is leaving the “family
business”: “I hardly know how to tell your Grace. He wants to go into the motor trade
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instead.”77 Heralding the age of technology, the son’s particular career choice is a deliberate
indication of the changing cultural climate. Wickenden explains that he has already laid aside
wood for his son’s use in sixty years’ time, just as his own father did, and countless
generations did before that. Both Wickenden and Sebastian are baffled by this disruption to
tradition. Hanging between them is the unspoken implication that in sixty years’ time, there
may be no Chevron to need the timber. Wickenden comes close to it, when he says, “…it
seems to me everything is breaking up, now that my eldest wants to leave the shops and go
into the motor trade.”78 Physically speaking, the house and estate might look the same, but
people, particularly the younger generation, are beginning to doubt its permanence. Viola
foresees a time when young Wickenden (and others like him) will earn a wage in “exact
proportion to the work he has done,” and when there will be: “no patronage, no subservice,
no obligation”79 to the estate or its owner.80 This is an instance of the voice of 1930 slipping
through, predicting the shift from interdependence to independence.
Actual lady’s maid Rosina Harrison (1899–1989) describes life as a young child circa
1905 on the estate of the 1st Marquess of Ripon, a Liberal politician and courtier, who:
was a kind of benevolent dictator. The men would touch their forelocks or doff their
caps to him and to her ladyship and the women would curtsey. It wouldn’t have done
to have offended him in the slightest way, but speaking for our family this was
unlikely; we knew our place. By that I don’t mean that we were subservient. Knowing
your place was a kind of code of behaviour at that time and we followed it to the
letter.81
In very few years, Harrison’s experience of absolute deference and “keeping her place”
would become an anachronism. Not only did the availability of alternative employment paths
in factories, shops or offices open up new career avenues for people formerly destined for
service, but it undermined the once-strong attitude of deference that tenants and servants
often felt toward country house owners. As will be explored in Chapter Five in relation to

77

Sackville-West, Edwardians, 35.
Ibid, 36.
79
Ibid, 178.
80
Incidentally, country house servant memoirist Eric Horne expresses a similar wish
that rather than being bound to service, that he: “had a trade, making something, or
doing something, and only being paid by results: the more work I did the more pay I
got.” What the Butler Winked At (London: T. Werner Laurie, 1923), 38.
81
Rosina Harrison, The Lady’s Maid: My Life in Service (London: Ebury Press, 2011),
1.
78

82

servant memoirs, the dissolution of feudal deference and duty could alter the emotional and
social bonds of the country house community, threatening the sense of belonging that often
informed the hierarchical framework of the English country house. Harrison’s account speaks
to the sense of reciprocal paternalism that could be described as a vestige of early-modern
estate management. Respect and obedience were shown by servants and estate workers, but
in return, there was an expectation of benevolence and charity in times of hardship. In the
Middle Ages, the social organisation of the great house worked “not only for the power and
glory of its lord but for the advantage and protection of everyone in it,”82 and in theory, the
same ideal informed early-twentieth-century estate management. However, by the 1930s,
when Sackville-West was writing The Edwardians, the absolute obeisance that Harrison
describes was slipping away.
The final dispersal of this feudal inheritance is something that Sackville-West
negotiates throughout the text, and although this theme is explored from the perspective of
upper-class characters, it is frequently discussed in terms of servant figures and estate
workers. While Sackville-West recalls the opulent physical surroundings of the great house
(rich tapestries, endless rooms of panelled oak and priceless furniture), she also evokes an
“ideological landscape: that “good system” of a “good understanding between class and
class,” a feudal order of inherited overlordship.”83 The disappearance of this hierarchy, in
which the upper-classes enjoy certain privileges and entitlements, is precisely what must be
negotiated. This negotiation is bound up with the 1930s sense that the Edwardian period saw
the final expression of this arrangement.
The pervasive “historic double-sightedness”84 which defines the text has the potential
to cause anachronistic slippage between the years 1905 and 1930, or rather, between the
narrative voice and the actions and opinions of the Edwardian characters. The narrative voice
is defined by dramatic irony, by its implied positioning in 1930, and as such, speaks to the
concerns of the 1930s audience. Strictly speaking, the characters situated in 1905 should have
no notion of the impending decline of the country house. Scott Howard suggests that a
“necessary condition for nostalgic memories is that they be directed at times when one was
unaware of the impermanence of one’s surroundings.”85 This is precisely what should occur
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in The Edwardians, whose characters move blithely toward Word War I and the dissolution
of their familiar social hierarchies. However, Sophie Blanch writes that “the titled
houseguests and social sophisticates that populate The Edwardians give voice to a class
consumed by a longing for a lost past, and a reticence towards embracing an increasingly
uncertain future.”86 For these upper-class characters, that lost past should be the Victorian
era, but the implication is that they are clinging to the Edwardian grandeur that had, by the
time of publication, been lost.
These characters respond to the threatened disruption of an absolute social hierarchy
in different ways: from outright ignorance, to caution, to scepticism, to acceptance. Typically,
older, upper-class characters feel no discomfort when confronted by their own entitlement
and the possibility that other people might deserve similar benefits or autonomy. When
considering the legitimacy of a social system that favours a privileged minority and
perpetuates nepotism, Lucy, Lady Sylvia Roehampton, and all their friends cling on, “with a
sort of feverish obstinacy, to something they no longer quite believed in.” 87 Of all the
women, Sebastian’s grandmother the ageing Dowager Duchess, is the most candid and
resolute. She admits “no flaw in her creed,” 88 and stoutly claims: “If you were born to certain
rights, take ‘em, and be thankful.”89 H. G. Wells might have been describing the Dowager
when he wrote that before 1914 there were “many people in England upon whom [change]
had not dawned.”90 Lucy and her friends are aware “that rude, rough voices grumbled in the
background,”91 and try to disguise their misgivings “with flash.”92 Sebastian, conversely, is
increasingly “uneasy in the society of his mother and her friends,”93 and finds that compared
to his grandmother, “they were ever so slightly vulgar.”94 He comes to realise that he can no
longer reconcile their attachment to the past with his own notions of twentieth-century estate
management.
Diluted feudalism informs the relationship between Sebastian and his employees: it
appears informally in conversational exchange or internal monologue, and formally in ritual
and ceremony. Outwardly, Sebastian maintains that Chevron has retained only the best parts
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of the feudal model: “decency, honesty and mutual respect.”95 Contradicting these outward
assertions, Sebastian often feels guilt or discomfort at the archaic practices he encounters at
Chevron, leading to a sense that he must renegotiate old roles, rituals, and traditions in a
changing world. One ritual in which feudal values are formally enacted is the annual
Christmas tea, held in the great hall for the village and estate children. After tea, a list of
names is read and each child comes forward to receive a Christmas gift. The sense of
tradition and continuity is emphasised in the speech given by Lucy, whose “clear voice rang
out, in the formula she had used for the past five-and-twenty years,” since she had become
chatelaine.96 The housekeeper also helps to uphold that particular tradition: “For five-andtwenty years the list had been read out by the housekeeper, whether Mrs. Wickenden or her
predecessor, but that little ceremony was never omitted.”97 Formula and perpetuity are
important, and there is a sense that people merely occupy roles; chatelaine, housekeeper,
child, but it does not matter who plays them. Teresa, Sebastian’s socially aspirant middleclass guest, has never visited a house like Chevron before and watches the ceremony with
delight, saying to herself, “Feudal! Really feudal!”98 This acts as a reminder of the social
conditioning behind the gift giving: charitable benevolence is given in exchange for gratitude
and loyalty. Watching the scene unfold, Sebastian is struck by its awkwardness. Some of the
children, overcome by shyness or excitement forget to say thank you, and are reprimanded by
the housekeeper. Sebastian finds that he “was slightly embarrassed to hear the children
reproved in this way; he tried to tell himself that his mother and Mrs. Wickenden were quite
right… He did not enjoy it as his mother would have enjoyed it, but endured it as
inevitable.”99 This discomfort seeps into his interactions with the estate retainers, where he
suspects the relationship may be inequitable.
Sebastian initially decides that the voluntary system at Chevron, voluntary in the
sense that it depends on the good nature of the squire, “possessed a certain pleasant dignity
denied to the systems of a more compulsory sort.”100 Nevertheless, he feels some discomfort
at the vast gap between his own quality of life and that of his dependents. Despite being
couched in terms of symbiosis and benevolence, the relationship is essentially that where the
poorer party must pander to the wealthier, in order to remain in favour and in employment.
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Sebastian tries to remedy his growing embarrassment at his own good fortune by being openhanded, raising salaries because he has the funds to do so, but feeling that “the last thing he
wants is gratitude.”101 He feels “apologetic shame” at the knowledge that the repair of a
servant’s roof will elicit thanks and a “Very much obliged to your Grace, I’m sure,” 102
whereas his own roof, all seven acres of it, would “not be allowed to leak for more than a
single hour after its discovery by Wickenden.”103 The difference here is that for a servant or
tenant, the repair of a leaking roof is cause for gratitude, whereas the repair of Sebastian’s
roof (which he may not have noticed) is taken for granted. The privileges of wealth and rank
are beginning to sit uncomfortably with Sebastian; the benefits that the Dowager Countess
would have reaped with abandon now carry a growing awareness that the accepted hierarchic
structure is, if not rotten, no longer entirely acceptable.
Throughout the novel, Sebastian experiences some uncomfortable moments of selfawareness regarding the continued relevance of feudal obligations. He begins to suspect that
all is not well in his neatly ordered world, or with the strict hierarchy that governs his
relationships with his tenants and employees. Sackville-West’s biographer, Victoria
Glendinning, writes; “even [Sebastian’s] love for Chevron is not pure: it depends on an
assumption of his superiority, on feudal relationships with servants and estate workers, to
keep it going.”104 Sebastian does not love the estate in an uninterested or detached way.
Rather, he loves it because it makes him feel appreciated, needed, and admired. When
speaking with “old Turnour,” the man who cuts the faggots, Sebastian questions the practice
of inherited privilege and interrogates his innate sense of noblesse oblige. He wonders
whether he is not in fact motivated by vanity, rather than duty. As Sebastian knows:
[he] could stroll into the pimping-shed every now and then, and gossip with old
Turnour in a friendly way for ten minutes, and he knew old Turnour liked it, and
retailed every word of the conversation to his old woman in the evening; but
supposing that on a cold winter’s night Sebastian had found his fire unlit, and, on
ringing the bell, had been told by Vigeon [the butler] that old Turnour had omitted to
cut any faggots that day– would not he, Sebastian, have damned with rage, and
demanded what old Turnour thought he was there for, if not to cut faggots? And
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would have thought himself a lenient master in that he did not sack Turnour without
further enquiry. He walked on, unhappily shaking his head.105
While Sebastian is allowed to question the ethical or moral basis of the social hierarchy,
Turnour is not. Although he cannot quite articulate it, Sebastian experiences a sense of
growing discomfort with the certainty that Turnour should cut wood because he is Turnour,
and that he should be master simply because he is Sebastian: “[Sebastian] felt, rather, that it
was he who should thank the old man for rising at five o’clock every morning and walking
for three miles.”106 One wonders whether this more reflective passage would ever have
appeared earlier in the text, say, in the first section simply titled “Chevron.” In this earlier
section, there is a sense of broader brush strokes, of Sackville-West using simple reportage
tinted by a reflexive irony of which she is not entirely in control. By contrast, the above
passage in which Sebastian reflects upon his relationship with Turnour is more critical of
Sebastian’s role, more contemplative. Possibly, one might attribute this difference in tone to a
deliberate scheme whereby Sebastian feels increasingly ambivalent toward his inherited
privileges. Indeed, toward the end of the novel he explicitly criticises his own inability to
reject the advantages of his birthright in favour of a life in which he can experience more
freedom and fellowship with his common man.
At the beginning of the novel Sebastian “was undisturbed; the centre of all the life
that hummed around him,”107 content with its “warmth and security, leisure and
continuity.”108 However, during a long conversation with Viola, Sebastian is forced to justify
the existing class structure by describing it as a mutually beneficial system. Sitting before a
roaring log fire, his dogs at his feet, Sebastian says to Viola; “I don’t admit the fallacy of
feudality. I look on it as a rock, on which we built not a palace and a hovel, but a manorhouse and a cottage side by side.”109 Sebastian is not speaking literally: the “side by side”
does not speak of equity, for the quality of life enjoyed by an estate worker and a duke is
wildly disparate,110 and the reality is that Chevron, like Knole, is not a humble manor house
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but a splendid country residence with seven acres of roof.111 Rather, this comment reveals
Sebastian’s ideological stance toward the country house. In his vision of the ideal, there is no
harsh separation of “upstairs and downstairs”, but rather, a community whereby the grace of
the country house elevates the humble cottage, and the support of the cottages lends the
manor authenticity. In this way, the house becomes part of the landscape rather than imposed
upon it, and the people who reside there are part of a symbiotic, mutually supportive
community.
Viola will never inherit the estate, and is therefore free to embrace modernity. She
deliberately avoids sentimentality, considering “love for Chevron as a weakness.”112 She is
more critical of the status quo at Chevron than Sebastian, to the point where her ideas upset
her more conservative brother. She tells him:
You are still living in the days when England was an agricultural and not an industrial
country; when the population was smaller, and the tenant was really dependent upon
his landlord, the employee upon his employer; when their relations were much more
personal; when Wickenden’s son didn’t dream of finding a job anywhere but in the
Chevron workshops; when Wickenden’s job, like Sebastian’s was hereditary.113
She is speaking of a pre-industrial age when the bonds of feudal over-lordship governed life
on the estate, and suggests that Sebastian himself has become an anachronism. She explains
that all the “young Wickendens” will not remain on England’s estates forever; rather, they
will build lives in which they: “need not be beholden to you or anybody else, except to an
unseen employer– perhaps the State…”114 With the elder Wickenden, Sebastian has a “real
understanding,” and the two men “respect each other.”115 This is presumably due to their
mutual adherence to the roles set out for them by their predecessors. Viola also claims that
“the day when Wickenden ceases to respect Sebastian will come sooner than the day when
Sebastian ceases to respect Wickenden.”116 She is not referring to the Sebastian sitting before
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her, but to his children, and Wickenden’s children, and others like them. Sebastian disagrees:
“You’re wrong there, Viola. They are interdependent. The Wickenden that Sebastian ceases
to respect will no longer be the same Wickenden.”117 His insistence on interdependency harks
back to the feudal arrangement celebrated throughout the country house genre, which derives
from the functional arrangement of the medieval great house.
In describing the similarity that he perceives to exist between himself and Wickenden,
Sebastian explains to Viola that the earthquake that destroys Chevron will also destroy
Wickenden’s cottage.118 Viola, in an eerily prophetic tone, reminds him that England is not
tectonic, and therefore, change will be gradual. She is right: the aristocracy’s fear of decline,
triggered by the agricultural depression of the 1870s, is frequently discussed in catastrophic
terms, whereas any decline they did experience was “obviously a gradual one.”119 Viola is
certain that no earthquake will occur, but rather, that a gradual erosion of the old social
hierarchy will ensue. This is a sentiment Sackville-West later repeats in English Country
Houses, where she notes that “violent changes have never been a part of our [English]
makeup.”120 In Sebastian’s metaphor, the country house way of life and the country house
servant are inextricably linked. Without a community of servants, the country house lifestyle
is unsupported, and equally, the profession of service is only necessitated by the existence of
the country house way of life. Ultimately, the idealised, nostalgic space of the country house
is intimately connected to the community of servants that supported it, those “crowds of
servants… sleepy maids waiting about after dinner in the passages” that suffused SackvilleWest’s memories of Edwardian grandeur.121
By 1930, the perspectives of actual servants concerning the country house system
were able to be read in the memoirs of country house servants Eric Horne (1923) and
William Lancely (1925), which offer disparate views. In spite of this, one should not expect
to find authentic servant voices in a novel like The Edwardians. Rather, the text co-opts
servants to construct an ideal country house as determined by an aristocratic author. Servant
voices may be oblique or largely absent, but this does not detract from the legitimacy of
Sackville-West’s depiction thereof. She is first and foremost an upper-class author concerned
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with the “ensuing fear and instability experienced by the aristocracy”:122 she does not concern
herself overly with the anxieties experienced by servants. Therefore, vicarious insight is
limited to Sebastian’s self-examination in relation to the lives of his servants, and the
occasional oblique opinions of Chevron’s older servants. Wickenden’s baffled sadness at the
disruption of tradition is described, but younger servants do not appear in any detail. The
decline of the country house deeply affected the servants who worked there, and historic or
more authentic versions of these voices can be found in the diverse types of literature
pertaining to the country house. The Edwardians merely provides a representation of the
servant presence filtered through an upper-class perspective, and it is inextricably linked to
the sense of a hierarchic and symbiotic community that informs the ideal.
Reinforcing the Social Hierarchy and Imitating the Ideal
As shown in Chapter Two, Fowler, Williams, Kelsall and McClung acknowledge the inherent
political bias of the country house genre: it is essentially an aristocratic mode that celebrates a
particular way of life. Investigating servant representation via the hierarchic structures that
govern the country house illuminates the underlying class tensions evoked by their presence.
Country house authors often implicitly support the strictly hierarchical gradations of status
within the country house, which in turn, supports the same system that reinforces the class
divide between servants and landowners. The maintenance of this minutely stratified
organisation was a valid concern in historic country houses, and indeed, in any house where
servants were employed. In order for the civilised and ordered world of the country house to
prevail, its occupants needed to adhere to their roles, and to the absolute belief in the customs
of hierarchy, a preoccupation that filters through to novels like The Edwardians.
Necessary to reinforcing the hierarchic structure within the bounds of the country
house was “a strict hierarchy that governed [servants] downstairs and was more rigid and
enforced than upstairs.”123 In the English country house, servants were graded strictly
according to experience, position or department.124 The hierarchy began with a steward, or
butler, under butlers, a housekeeper, valets and lady’s maids, footmen, house maids, a hall
boy (or lamp, shoe or carriage boy); a different stream in the kitchen with the cook,
undercook, kitchen maids and scullery maids, and an odd man or charwoman at the bottom.

122

Blanch, “Contested Wills,” 76.
Moran, Minding the Manor, 74.
124
Jeremy Musson, The Country House Ideal: Recent Work by ADAM Architecture.
(London: Merrell, 2015), 4.
123

90

These distinctions translated to an order of precedence at meal times, in church, and
professional rank. For example, footmen were often ranked in order of first, second, third,
then nursery footman. Edwardian memoirists recall these practices as facts of life:
There were severe distinctions between the upper servants and the lower ones, the
butler and cook…when they had these enormous parties and they brought a valet with
them, Lord So-and-So’s valet took the cook into dinner, and the butler took Lady
Whatnot’s maid, that was very strict protocol, into the Servant’s Hall.125
“The Upper Ten,” so-called due to their superior position in the household hierarchy, could
include the butler, housekeeper, valets and lady’s maids, and occasionally a long-standing
head housemaid. This group could expect to take precedence over their fellows, often retiring
to the “Pug’s Parlour” (a name given to the housekeeper’s sitting room by junior staff) after
meals to eat their dessert in private. Typically, upper servants would be waited on by junior
staff, “who learnt to be a servant by being a servant to the servants.”126 As actual country
house butler and memoirist Ernest King (born circa 1888) wrote succinctly of his time as a
lower servant: “My lord and master was the butler.”127 It was a continuation of the wider
social order, bracketed by the confines of “below stairs.” The external social hierarchies were
as finely graduated as those within the country house: American visitor and journalist
Vincent Sheean recalled an astonishingly “inspissated class-consciousness,”128 that was
“minute beyond anything Karl Marx ever recorded.”129 Sheean wrote that: “However small
you might think you had got the class, you would discover, upon investigation, that it was
internally subdivided. The hierarchical habit of mind seemed to have penetrated into every
order of society.”130 The English country house was one corner where hierarchies were
upheld with utmost care.
In order to explain the existence of this rigorous hierarchical system, social historians
Jessica Gerard, Alison Light and Lucy Lethbridge propose that identifying with their
employers’ class values helped servants to accept their perceived menial and inferior
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status.131 It was a psychological coping mechanism. Gerard suggests that “egalitarianism in
the servants’ hall would have challenged the basic assumption of domestic service,”132 which
is why a strict hierarchy operated in the servants’ hall. Servants could take pride from being
associated with a house in which the incumbent family was of sufficient status to merit
excellent service, thus validating servants’ own supportive roles. Albert Thomas, a memoirist
who worked in a Victorian country house, remembers a sense of achievement that could be
gained from upholding this status quo. When seeing a well-turned-out upper-class couple
walking down the street he felt:
very proud to think that it lies in our humble power to make things easy and
comfortable for them, in our humble station of life. For, after all, admit it, we are an
asset. Call me vain, if you like, but 90 per cent of the credit is ours, for one of the
principles of life is “shortsighted if mistaken zeal is better than indifference”…133
He notes his own comparatively humble station, and recognises that even if his self-worth is
based on false precepts about the class system, it is better to be passionate about a task and
feel some sense of achievement than to feel no satisfaction at all. In Alison Light’s study of
Virginia Woolf’s servants, she notes that Woolf’s cook, Sophie Farrell, was sentimentally
loyal and considered herself utterly indispensable to her mistress. The belief that Woolf could
not do without her was integral to Farrell’s sense of self-worth. After all, if she “could no
longer believe in the ideals of service and in her own usefulness, what sense could she make
of her life?”134
In her memoir, real servant Mollie Moran (1916–2014) reflects on her professional
acquaintance with Mr Stocks, a butler whose views on deference she did not share: “As he
wittered on I realized [sic] that, to him, [their employer] was a god and his role on earth was
to serve him. He genuinely believed the upper classes were morally and culturally
superior.”135 This attitude often came from the top down, with this sense of hierarchy being
impressed upon young servants by their superiors. According to Jessica Gerard, successful
career servants (like Mr Stocks, and the fictional Vigeon and Mrs Wickenden) were the most
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“genuinely deferential.”136 In order for life-long servants to come to terms successfully with
the psychological conditions of their career, they had to “support the system, identif[y] with
the family, and internaliz[e] its values and rules.”137 If servants imitated the social practices
of their employers by creating their own hierarchies below stairs, “the latter’s condescending
behaviour seemed more natural and acceptable.”138 There was some small compensation in
the opportunity to get one’s own back by looking down upon those of lower rank: “the
hierarchy below stairs compensated by offering power and prestige… many servants regained
self-respect by feeling superior to their deferential subordinates.”139
This was the experience of H G Wells’s mother, Sarah Wells, who was a housekeeper
at Uppark between 1880 and 1893. Whenever her son came to visit, he found the etiquette
that governed the house stifling and bizarre:
In the face of her young son’s ridicule, Mrs Wells was required to take sides, and she
sided with her mistress – if she didn’t, after all, her life would be lived in vain. She
absorbed the snobberies, became expert in ‘the ranks and places of the Olympians’
and deft in placing people’s servants about her tea table, where the etiquette was
strict.140
The genuine internalisation of, or perhaps indoctrination into, a hierarchy in which employers
were morally and culturally superior, could be an act of self-preservation, both in terms of
self-worth, and professional success. Mrs Wells’s son noted that as soon as she entered
Uppark and put on her housekeeper’s uniform, she “reabsorbed the hierarchies of below
stairs and became institutionalised. For her, the house was a kind of prison she must make the
best of.”141
Heritage and culture expert, Ruth Adams, acknowledges that “solidarity could only be
assured within a hierarchical society in which everyone ‘knew their place,’” and suggests that
there existed a widely-accepted understanding that servants perpetuated the country house
hierarchy below stairs, thereby ensuring a stable community.142 During her research into the
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iconic 1974 Victoria and Albert exhibition, “The Destruction of the Country House,” she
found the following preparatory document, containing notes from the creators, which read:
…behind the green baize door was a world with its own elaborate rules and
privileges, rewards and friendships. As servants worked their way up the household
they too had the luxury of being waited on. Looking back the work may seem menial
but it involved a high degree of skill and most houses were looked after with a pride
and zeal which gave satisfaction to all.143
These exhibition curators note too the elaborate social gradations that existed below stairs,
the perpetuation thereof by servants who enjoyed receiving deference when they attained a
certain station, and the pride and satisfaction that could allegedly be derived from working in
an illustrious house.
In The Edwardians, Sackville-West offers a fictionalised representation of this
internalised hierarchy and pride in the big house, thus reflecting the aforementioned
experiences of real housekeeper Sarah Wells, cook Sophie Farrell, and butler Albert Thomas.
As part of the many-layered textual representation of servants, Sackville-West’s depiction of
the servant hierarchy captures one important aspect of the country house ideal, and one which
twenty-first century readers might find particularly foreign: how a seemingly marginalised
group could be so complicit in the system that necessitates their own low status. In the novel,
butler Vigeon and housekeeper Mrs Wickenden replicate the class hierarchy of their
employers within their own sphere. Sackville-West devotes several pages to the description
of the world below stairs, and the following excerpt demonstrates how thoroughly the
Chevron servants have internalised the landed classes’ “status-placement system:”144
Down in the steward’s room the butler offered his arm gravely to the Duchess of
Hull’s maid, and conducted her to the place at his right hand. Lord Roehampton’s
valet did the same by Mrs. Wickenden the housekeeper. The order of precedence was
very rigidly observed, for the visiting maids and valets enjoyed the same hierarchy as
their mistresses and masters; where ranks coincided, the date of creation had to be
taken into account, and for this purpose a copy of Debrett was always kept in the
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housekeeper’s room. Mrs. Wickenden and Vigeon the butler, between whom a
slightly hostile alliance existed, prided themselves that no mistake had ever been
made in the Chevron steward’s room, and that consequently no disputes had ever
arisen, such as were to have happened, most distressingly, in other houses.145
In this excerpt, servants’ status is derived directly from their specific aristocratic association.
Their lives are as closely bound by the strictures of rank as the peerage. The Duchess of
Hull’s maid enjoys the same status (within her own sphere) as the Duchess herself. It is also
specified that the butler and housekeeper, upper servants personally invested in the reputation
of Chevron, are responsible for the success of this practice. The words “most distressingly”
suggest a certain level of genuine, personal investment in this practice, connected to Vigeon
and Mrs Wickenden’s sense of professional reputation and pride in their conduct.
In addition to internalising and investing in social hierarchies, Vita Sackville-West’s
idealised servants also adopt (or adapt to) their employers’ moral viewpoints. Servant
characters in The Edwardians support, outwardly at least, the moral code of their employers
and work to protect the reputation of the household. Morality and virtue are central themes;
as the novel charts Sebastian’s various romantic conquests, losses and tactical withdrawals,
conflicting views on the topic of morality arise that are strongly linked to class.146 When it
comes to extra-marital affairs, the aristocratic classes simply require discretion, living by “the
principle of old Octavia Hull: Thou shalt not be found out.”147 For example, Lady Sylvia’s
affair with Sebastian only ends because she becomes careless, and is caught. The historic
reality that “sexual freedom, and unorthodoxy were condoned so long as there was no whiff
of scandal or publicity” is corroborated by Adeline Hartcup’s study Love and Marriage in the
Great Country Houses.148 In contrast to the aristocratic characters that dominate the novel,
the disapproving middle classes, specifically the doctor’s wife and Sebastian’s prospective
lover, Teresa Spedding, cannot condone adultery and view marriage as an unbreakable bond.
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Teresa herself acknowledges the difference between the middle and upper classes when it
comes to marriage: “I know that is not the way you understand [marriage]– you and your
friends.”149 She will not be unfaithful to her husband, and as a result, Sebastian finds his
“caprice broken against a rock.”150 Despite his careful seduction and aristocratic appeal,
Sebastian discovers that if “Love was one thing; middle-class virtue was another.”151
The observant bystanders throughout Sebastian’s amorous forays are of course, the
Chevron servants. Sackville-West presents servants at Chevron as potentially disapproving,
yet discreet. She acknowledges the existence of an underground network that allows servants
to pass on information about the machinations upstairs, while maintaining the reputation of
and their loyalty to the house. Servants are not silent, but rather, they achieve the mutual
preservation of appearances via absolute discretion. Accordingly, within the world of this
novel, servants do not indiscriminately express their views on their employers’ dalliances.
Although it is made clear that servants pass information between one another, not even the
reader is made privy to the exact wording of their messages. Rather, their collective views are
filtered through such passages as a description of Mrs (Jane) Wickenden’s (the
housekeeper’s) demeanour when speaking to her sister-in-law; the closest Sackville-West
comes to giving her a voice on the matter: “Jane, with many windy sighs, was about to
embark on the topic of his Grace’s infatuation.”152 However, before the subject is broached,
Sackville-West as omniscient narrator leaves the housekeeper’s room and moves abruptly to
the topic of Sylvia’s fading youth.
In this passage describing Mrs Wickenden,153 Sackville-West projects what she
imagines is an accurate servant response to Sebastian’s affair with Sylvia. Possibly,
Sackville-West’s depiction of servant fidelity is based on her own expectations of discretion,
and is therefore a true representation of her experiences. Although she acknowledges the
potential conflict with servants’ moral upbringings, she assumes that loyalty to their
aristocratic employers will prevail. Supposedly, in aristocratic households, with their
notorious “Friday-to-Monday” house parties, “servants frequently encountered a different
world from the one into which they had been born.”154 The irony is that perhaps Sackville-
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West’s concerns about servants’ moral sensitivities were misplaced, as her depiction does not
necessarily reflect the evidence around working-class attitudes to extra-marital sex.
When writing about the middle-class Teresa Spedding,155 and about the working-class
Mrs Wickenden,156 Sackville-West suggests that at the turn of the century, liberal attitudes
toward pre- or extra-marital sex did not prevail in many households below the aristocracy, a
grouping that includes both the middle and working classes. This is a precarious
generalisation, for the allegedly strict and pious attitudes that existed towards sex and
morality among the English at the turn of the century were not so uniform as might be
imagined. Specifically, strict, middle-class attitudes toward sex157 did not prevail across all
classes. For example, early-twentieth-century butler, Edwin Lee, recalls that it was common
for farmers’ wives to fall pregnant before marriage (c. 1900), as a means of proving their
fertility, which was necessary in an industry requiring a large family of working hands for
economic survival.158 Lawrence Stone, in his comprehensive study of sex and family life
between 1500 and 1800, offers numerous instances where pre-marital sex was common and
accepted amongst the working classes.159 Butler and memoirist Edwin Lee is also prosaic
about the adulterous practices that often occurred during country house weekends:
Now while adultery wasn’t exactly rare in society– indeed there were some hostesses
at some weekend parties who arranged the positions of their guests’ bedrooms with as
much care as they did their places at the dinner table– such affairs were conducted
with the greatest discretion. People weren’t expected to cause or make a fuss or
scandal. If their philanderings were found out they had to take the consequences,
which would mean their exclusion from society. I suppose it was hypocritical but it
seemed to work very well and suited both society and the monarchy.160
Lee’s matter-of-factness about the sleeping arrangements favoured in some country houses
suggests a level of pragmatism or resignation among members of the working classes, or at
least among those who worked in country houses. Although at risk of generalising, the
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impression gained from Lee’s comments is that the lowest classes potentially have better
morals than the highest classes; that the middle classes uphold strict standards to which they
suppose the lowest classes must aspire; and that the very upper classes may disregard these
standards if they choose.161 Ultimately, it seems that some members of the working and upper
classes possessed a similar level of tolerance toward extra-marital relationships, albeit the
purpose of such extra-marital relationships differs markedly between the classes.
Relationships among the working classes as presented in the quotation above are purposeful,
non-adulterous and pragmatic, whereas affairs embarked upon by the aristocrats are generally
self-serving, adulterous and gratuitous. Nevertheless, servants are probably less scandalised
by Sebastian’s affair than supposed by Sackville-West, and their discretion suggests that
upholding the reputation of the household is paramount.
In time, the knowledge of Sebastian’s affair with Sylvia Roehampton becomes “the
property of the Chevron servants.”162 Although it is not their place to comment, neither is it
“supposed that they were without eyes in their heads,” and subsequently, Sackville-West
writes: “it may also be imagined that they have their views upon the subject.”163 Note that
Sackville-West specifically uses the word “imagined”: the passage that follows contains the
supposition of an aristocratic, country-house-owning author. Sackville-West’s narrator
explains that Sebastian’s affair means that servants are forced to negotiate the existence of
two value systems. She writes that the upper servants in particular:
suffered most from this confusion of feelings, for they brought into the consideration
of the matter two entire but conflicting systems of opinion, the one learnt in youth in a
home decently regardful of moral virtues, the other acquired through years of
experience in an atmosphere where self-indulgence was the natural law.164
Sackville-West suggests that as servants make the transition from their working-class family
homes to aristocratic households, they are required to maintain the values of their employers
while suspending their own. Vigeon, Wace, Button and the Wickendens are able to reconcile
these values, but not without Mrs Wickenden first having to “crush the small voice which
said that this was not precisely the lesson she had learnt at her mother’s knee.”165 In an ideal
world, these servants might prefer to be virtuous representatives of a virtuous house, but in
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the present situation, their roles become guardian, secret-keeper and defender of the family
reputation. Consequently, Mrs Wickenden falls back on the excuse of tradition, arguing that
“the lords of Chevron had kept their mistresses for so many hundreds of years.”166 Thus, she
reasons, Sebastian should continue to enjoy his inherited privileges. Over the centuries, the
dukes’ mistresses, and the whispers of scandal and licentiousness that accompany them, have
become part of the mystery of Chevron. Despite being “so sharply segregated,”167 Chevron’s
servants are nevertheless “intimately concerned,”168 even complicit, in such affairs. The
reputation of the family, and of the house, are interconnected and inextricable: protecting the
family becomes a matter of professional pride.
In The Edwardians, Sackville-West writes; “Within the closed circle of their own set,
[the upper classes] might do as they pleased, but no scandal must leak out to the uninitiated.
Appearances must be respected, though morals might be neglected.”169 Household servants
number amongst the initiated, as an official extension of that closed circle. There are several
instances of “closing ranks” amongst the servants. For example, although Mrs Wickenden
and Vigeon foster a “dignified animosity,” when visiting servants join them in the steward’s
room, “no indications of any schism were allowed to appear.”170 To guests, the butler and
housekeeper appear “models of their profession,” united and dignified in their role as
ambassadors of a perfect country house.171 In addition, Mrs Wickenden is limited in her
confidants: she cannot make friends with any of her insubordinates and even another
Duchess’s lady’s maid, “Miss Hull, her crony,” was “ineligible for intimate confidences,”
since she “formed no part of Chevron and Mrs Wickenden’s sense of the closed circle was at
least as strong as Lucy’s own.”172 Therefore, Mrs Wickenden must make do with her sisterin-law, Wickenden the carpenter’s wife, with whom she can discuss the “succulent” topic of
Sebastian’s affair with Sylvia, although the conversation is implied rather than detailed.173
The sister-in-law was once the stillroom-maid at Chevron, and as someone with personal and
familial connections to the house, “her discretion in the outside world was assured.”174 Mrs
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Wickenden and Vigeon protect Chevron’s vulnerabilities and harbour the secrets of its
occupants, which are equally “the property of the Chevron servants.”175
Historically, upper servants like Mrs Wickenden and Vigeon had more to gain by
accommodating the values of their employers. The irony is that to have achieved the rank of
upper servants, their own conduct would have needed to be exemplary: no affairs, no
followers, no scandals.176 The “no followers” rule, which forbade servants from courting, was
a hated, but standard, condition of employment in service. In order to keep their position,
they would also need to show absolute discretion in the face of their employers’ questionable
behaviour, and ignore the double standards that existed between family and staff. As upper
servants, they also had more to lose in terms of remuneration and position, should they fail to
turn a blind eye. Their fictional depiction by Sackville-West is connected to her portrayal of
the country house milieu, as an enclosed world where the passions of aristocratic landowners
may go unchecked. The Edwardian country house becomes an ideal world, which exercises a
unique, mutually agreed upon variation on the sexual and social mores that govern the less
privileged. A servant presence has a part to play in this scenario, but it is a constrained part,
and in The Edwardians, appears in the form of a filtered representation by an upper-class
author. Nonetheless, servants like those at Chevron subsequently internalise the social
hierarchies that maintain order within the English country house, thus ensuring the
continuation of an imagined space governed by aristocratic traditions.
Manufactured Loyalty: Surveillance and Clothing
Amongst the accounts of life in service at the turn of the century, two factors suggested
themselves as particularly insidious and pervasive influences throughout the working life of a
country house servant: surveillance and clothing. In order to maintain the ordered utopia
governed by aristocratic tradition, conformity was an absolute requirement. Loyalty enacted
by upper servants in particular could be both intrinsically and extrinsically motivated: if they
did not possess a genuine belief that their vocation was to support their employers, then at
least the prospect of career advancement and retirement benefits may have encouraged
loyalty to the same, and by association, to the country house ideal. However, not all staff
were similarly inclined to conform, and in situations where motivation was not evident, there
were measures in place to ensure that the rigid standards associated with country house
service did not slip. This section explores surveillance and clothing as a means of control or
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persuasion in both a historical context and in The Edwardians, and considers the ways in
which they can be used to convey information about class and status. Both factors have a
curious relationship with the act of looking: surveillance is a form of looking, and clothing is
closely linked to outward conformity, to an awareness of being looked at and to projecting or
obscuring the wearer’s true self. Consequently, the issue of surveillance will first be
discussed in terms of the specific context of the Victorian country house, before introducing
clothing and personal grooming as one means of eliding servants’ individuality.
There is a close and somewhat paradoxical relationship between the anonymous and
ideally invisible staff who support the country house from behind the scenes, and the
surveillance thereof. The invisible servant and the practice of surveillance are the result of
architectural and administrative trends, which encouraged the minute regulation of servant
activity while also screening them from view. The architecture of the Victorian country house
was designed to conceal servants from the view of guests and family alike, and was a practice
which undoubtedly contributed to the erasure of the country house servant from history and
literature. As a physical space, the Victorian country house raised the idea of the invisible
servant to an art form. The Victorian country house could be characterised by an influx of
industrialist money, a shift away from the lavish style of the Georgians, and a preoccupation
with departmentalisation and segregated family life. Many of these new country house
owners were buying into a lifestyle: new families lacked the knowledge of older families,
which had accumulated through centuries of custodianship. In these conditions, country
house building manuals like Robert Kerr’s A Gentleman’s House became popular.177 There
was a sense that there was a prescribed way of doing things, and families that were not “to
the manor born,” followed the example of the social practices around them. The craze for
departmentalisation, according to Mark Girouard, derived from an organised and
departmentalised government, and “reached its most frenzied elaboration in the domestic
[servant] offices.”178
Indeed, Robert Kerr divided the domestic areas into nine, separate sections: Kitchen
Offices, Upper Servants’ Offices, Lower Servants’ Offices, Laundry Offices, Bakery and
Brewery Offices, Cellars Storage and Outhouses, Servants’ Private Rooms, Supplementaries,
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and Thoroughfares.179 Servants’ movements were so organised that the country house could
be described as “a vast machine running smoothly and with clockwork precision, a hieratic
structure as complex and delicately graduated as the British Constitution.”180 First and
foremost, Kerr recommended that:
…The Servants’ Department shall be separated from the main house, so that what
passes on either side of the boundary shall be both invisible and inaudible to the other.
The idea which underlies all is simply this. The family constitute one community: the
servants another. Whatever may be to their mutual regard and confidence as dwellers
under the same roof, each class is entitled to shut its door upon the other, and be
alone… On both sides this privacy is highly valued.181
Girouard acknowledges that “separation in Victorian country houses could be carried to
uncomfortable limits.”182 The construction of the house itself facilitates and exaggerates the
sense of constant boundaries, managed invisibility, and controlled privacy.
The invisible servant is a creature well-suited to the labyrinthine corridors of the
Victorian country house. Eve Lynch describes this relationship of evasion as a “silent ballet,”
in which “the maid and her mistress clocked their daily rounds and duties in an intricate
minuet of avoidance so that the walls of the house could intervene to reduce contact.”183 If
contact did occur, it was tacitly agreed that neither party would acknowledge the other. May
Bailey, a scullery maid at Wentworth in South Yorkshire in the 1930s recalled, “if [the
family] passed you anywhere, you always stood. You never moved. You just stood with your
eyes cast down at the floor.”184 At Welbeck Abbey in North Nottinghamshire in the midnineteenth century, the 5th Duke of Portland, whose mental wellbeing has been described as
precarious, allegedly “sacked any housemaid who had the misfortune to meet him in the
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corridors.”185 The 3rd Lord Crewe, whose tenure at Crewe Hall in Cheshire spanned 1835–
1894, “insisted that no housemaid should ever be seen by him or any of his visitors.”186
The invisible servant, at once hidden, watching, and being watched, was constantly
under surveillance. The nineteenth-century resurgence of “surveillance” as a cultural
phenomenon was an effective means of social control: a vast and constantly evolving area of
criticism in itself, the initial idea of a surveillance state rose out of Jeremy Bentham’s
philosophy and “his panopticon system of surveillance within prisons.”187 Based on the
theory that someone could be watching at all times, the circular structure of the proposed
Panopticon Prison encouraged inmates to self-govern their own behaviour at all times, in
case someone were watching. Around this time, the flâneur, or the watcher in the crowd, first
depicted by Baudelaire in the Parisian arcades, became a stock figure of Victorian
literature.188 The first detective novels appeared, and, following the success of Wilkie
Collins’s The Moonstone, Conan Doyle’s master of surveillance and observation appeared in
the form of Sherlock Holmes. The last word in omnipresent self-government was, of course,
God. Thus, the concept of being surveilled pervaded many levels of the Victorian
consciousness, from legal practice, to community interaction, to popular culture, to religion:
Croll explains that: “citizens could be active agents in the surveillance process while at the
same time being subjected to the unwelcome gaze of the authorities...”189 which in the
English country house, meant that a person might be observed by their employers, their
immediate superiors, and any number of their colleagues.
The private affairs of female staff in particular were closely monitored in order to
uphold the moral fortitude of the household. Mrs Hughes, the housekeeper of Downton
Abbey, illustrates this view when she tells a young maid; “I am in charge of your welfare and
that gives me every right [to search your personal possessions].”190 However, in the country
house, surveillance could be a double-edged sword. The behaviour of servants was policed,
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but simultaneously, so was that of their employers. Rosina Harrison, during her early career
as a young-lady’s maid, mused about her unspoken role as chaperone. Part of her job was to
observe her young mistress, who was also very aware that she was being watched: “You
might think that as my mistress she could have pleased herself what she did, but by the rules
of society she couldn’t: she mustn’t demean herself in front of a servant. I suppose if she had
broken the rules it would have been my duty to have told her mother, as I should have
done”191 By participating in this system of surveillance, Harrison was regulating the
behaviour of her young mistress, which in turn, supported the reputation of the household.
In The Edwardians, when Lady Sylvia is forced to end her affair with Sebastian, she
attempts to hide the breach from her maid. As Sylvia tries to repair her tear-streaked face,
knowing what information this would impart, this moment evokes the cautious intimacy that
existed between ladies and their maids. This sentiment is echoed nearly a century earlier by
Charles Dickens, who describes the curious relationship of observance between Lady
Dedlock, and the “dim little star[s] revolving around her”, including her maid. While Lady
Dedlock imagines herself “out of the reach and ken of ordinary mortals,” in reality, her maid
has the measure of her “weaknesses, prejudices, follies, haughtinesses, and caprices” as well
as her “moral nature.”192 The relationship between Sylvia and her maid, Sheldon, involves a
constant negotiation between seeing and not seeing. During this process, Sylvia muses to
herself: “Even Sheldon– in spite of the special, the quite particular, intimacy that existed
between mistress and personal maid– “body servant,” didn’t they call it?– must not know that
anything was amiss.”193 Although Sheldon cares for her mistresses’ most intimate items,
including the body itself, there is a sense that boundaries must be maintained. Sylvia’s
subterfuge suggests that she is aware of the power conferred by knowledge: in a world where
scandal is to be avoided at all costs, information can be dangerous. Despite Sylvia’s efforts,
Sheldon has no trouble reading the situation, and immediately:
…hurrie[s] off to Grosvenor Square, in the hopes of finding [Lucy’s maid] Miss
Button at Chevron House. There had been a bust-up between her ladyship and his
lordship; that was evident; and Sheldon meant to be the first in with the news.194
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There is an underground telegraph connecting servants’ halls in different houses, a specific
network of safe confidences and the discreet exchange of information. The possession of this
information gives Sheldon social capital, as she can contribute to this network of information
shared between servants, and may choose to use that information to her advantage. There is a
subtle power shift here. In this instance, servants are not silent, or silenced, but selective
about who they share information with. Sackville-West’s implication is that Sylvia does not
trust Sheldon, but her fears are for the most part unfounded. Indisputably, Sheldon passes on
her information, but nevertheless keeps it within the Chevron circle of servants. Sheldon is
displaying the qualities of an ideal country house servant: while Sackville-West’s portrayal
evokes the mistrust that could exist between mistress and maid, it also conjures up the image
of the feudal servant, fully invested in the success of the household. Just as the “closed
circle” is respected by Mrs Wickenden, Sheldon does not spread gossip indiscriminately from
household to household, but to the other servants who, by association, are already involved in
the affair.
The occupants of Chevron are frequently seen to participate in the act of surveillance.
Miss Wace watches Lucy “from an upper window, with feelings compounded of resentment
and adoration.”195 There is an undertone of possession and jealously in her act of looking.
She resents that wealth and social position allow Lucy to be beautiful, carefree and
adulterous, but finds she is attracted, against her will, by Lucy’s charm. Similarly, Sebastian
benignly observes the maids from the rooftop; “he watched the procession emerge from a
door and take its way across to a door opposite. He grinned.”196 Smiling down from his godlike position with benevolence, Sebastian is literally lord of all he surveys. Mrs Wickenden,
in her protective and regulatory role as housekeeper, knows all the secrets of Chevron, which
she shares with her confidant and sister-in-law, Martha Wickenden. As an authority figure,
Mrs Wickenden implements the concept of the panopticon: her subordinates never know
when she might be watching, or who might be reporting to her. This was a reality for many
country house servants, who often found there was a “creeping, cringing, mischief making
fellow,” and that “we had to be very careful not to let him see or hear anything we did not
want to go further.”197 In this way, the occupants of Chevron are constantly, if unwittingly,
policing the behaviour of staff and employers alike. In this way, slipping standards can be
discovered and corrected, and the ideal of the country house upheld.
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One commonality shared by all historic country house staff members, from scullery
maid to lady’s maid, was the regulation of their lives in terms of clothing. Lady’s maids and
valets may have been responsible for their employers’ clothing as part of their duties, but
sartorial standards were applied to the entire household. Clothing was largely a means of
upholding the standards of a house: although alterations to clothing may seem only a minor
infringement, there was a sense that any slip in standards would lead to increasingly severe
misdemeanours. If a maid was slovenly in her appearance, what other aspects of her life
might lack scruples? Servants were arguably objects themselves, particularly if they were on
display. In The Edwardians, Sackville-West describes a state occasion where liveried
footmen line a corridor after dinner. The passage speaks to the oblivious self-absorption of
Lady Roehampton, who was “almost alone in the passage, but for the beef-eaters,” and finds
that “they affected her no more than so many pieces of furniture.”198 Twentieth-century
footman Gordon Grimmet recalls that:
A matching footman meant that we were selected because we were all of the same
height and build. We powdered for state occasions, visiting royalty and such like. We
were chiefly there as ornaments, for after we had dinner we lined up in the beautifully
dim-lit corridor and just stood there for the rest of the evening.199
In this case, the personhood of the servant is elided by uniform. In many houses, footmen
were not even called by their names, but a generic name such as John, William or Henry.200
They became ornaments, representatives and silent ambassadors of their employees: objects.
Butler and memoirist Eric Horne went so far as to say: “It is no uncommon thing… [for
employers] to borrow servants from their friends… the same way the poor borrow a frying
pan, flat iron, or a rub of the soap, thus showing a servant is considered as a chattel…”201 As
objects or people, servants were representatives of their employers, and dress was an
important signifier of wealth and status. The adherence to certain standards and practices
therefore reflected directly on the household.
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The regulation of dress has its origins in medieval sumptuary law, a practice whereby
the wearing of certain clothing, colours, fabrics or styles was regulated according to class,
income, or social position. These laws existed in legislation from the rule of Edward III in the
fourteenth century, until the seventeenth century, and while they were largely “legally
inconsequential,” they had some bearing on the notion that social standing could be enforced,
faked or undermined by dress.202 In a 1598 conduct manual attributed to Elizabethan author
Gervase Markham, he “attacks one particular type of sumptuary behaviour as indicative of the
undermining of social hierarchy.”203 Markham denigrates the socially aspirant “yeoman, or
Husbandsmans sonne,” who aspires to move from the “Plough to the Parlor,” and in his
ambition, changes “his habite and cullour, from Jerkin to Coate, and from Russet to Blew.”204
Blue coats, rather than russet jerkins, were the broad uniform of service, and the change in
clothing is interpreted as an ambition to better one’s station. Servants’ liveries were once seen
as an indicator of both station and allegiance, a relic of the battle colours of a fighting group.
In the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries, servants’ garb became
increasingly elaborate, particularly in the case of male servants who wore livery in the family
colours, and were conspicuously displayed as evidence of a family’s social and financial
status. The adoption of overly fancy uniforms led first to “complaints about the intolerable
social confusion” between servants and their employers, which resulted in “a simultaneous
impulse to degrade and regulate servants’ dress.”205 There was a fear that overly fancy
clothing, as a signifier of class, enabled social mobility or blurred class distinctions. In the
case of footmen, taking a “boy from a farm and dressing him in livery is an act of upward
mobility not only sanctioned, but invented, by the upper classes who require footmen,”206 and
thus invited the implementation of checks and controls. Although sumptuary laws were
obsolete by the seventeenth century, they effectively remained in force for servants up until
the twentieth. Servants could expect to be dismissed for a lapse in uniform, and outdated and
old-fashioned clothing became almost a mark of their profession. For example, these
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uniforms frequently included the powdering of hair, an unpopular process that often led to the
wearer contracting a cold.207 Until the Duty on Hair Powder Act of 1795, powder and wigs
had been worn uniformly by gentlemen, but once an outdated fashion, became the dubious
prerogative of the footman.208
The advent of servants’ uniforms in the Victorian period arose out of a perceived need
to distinguish between employers and servants: a maid should not be confused with her
mistress, and a butler should not be mistaken for a guest. This is why in The Edwardians
Vigeon “must wear London clothes in the country.”209 Historic butler to the Astors, Edwin
Lee, was startlingly upper-class in his bearing and appearance, and upon opening the door to
guests was often mistaken for the master of the house. This could be remedied with the
correct clothing.210 While collecting photos of servant girls in the mid-nineteenth century,
diarist Arthur Munby was told by street photographers that the girls rarely come in uniform,
“‘they always come ‘drest up’; often stealing their mistresses’ clothes to be photographed in.”
He showed me a few of these depraved creatures.”211 There was a real concern that maids
would be indistinguishable from their mistresses in public, wearing their cast-off clothes, or
the new and more cheaply available fashions that were a by-product of the industrial
revolution. This cartoon appeared in Punch in 1921, and makes reference to the same
concern:
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“That’s Betty Grant’s new maid.”
“She’s much smarter than her mistress.”
“Well, they can’t both afford to dress like that.”212
One response to the fear that servants would no longer be distinguishable from their
mistresses was to lampoon their attempts to be fashionable. In the 1840’s, Jane Carlyle (wife
of social commentator Thomas Carlyle) was amused by “an anecdote of her maid who went
out one Sunday wearing a makeshift bustle put together from three kitchen dusters. The
fashion-conscious servant became a byword in popular culture for a garishness and vulgarity,
for aping the lady but ending up looking a fright.”213 Of course, it was unlikely that a lady’s
maid could actually afford the expensive clothes of her aristocratic employer. However, the
exaggerated nature of the cartoon acknowledges the underlying concerns surrounding
servants’ attire, and related fears about social mobility and distinguishing class.
Clothing and personal appearance were closely linked to the sense of servility and
control that could be associated with service. Nearly every aspect of a servant’s life was
governed for the duration of their contract; a state of affairs broadcast by livery and the
despised cap and apron: items that became increasingly unpopular as the twentieth century
wore on. Before she entered service, servant memoirist Jean Rennie said of the girls she saw
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wearing caps and aprons, “One couldn’t, of course, acknowledge that these creatures were
just like oneself.”214 There is a sense, conveyed through Rennie’s aversion to the statusindicating garment, that servants were distinctly other, somehow separate or inferior.
Uniform, apart from being a badge of servility, could also efface the person behind it. At an
annual servants’ ball, servant memoirist Frederick Gorst found, “it was quite a revelation to
see all of the members of staff in ball dress” for the reason that, “we had acquired a new kind
of individuality and gaiety for the evening, and, stranger still, that we were seeing each other
from a new aspect– as people, not as servants.”215 Journalist Elizabeth Banks, in Campaigns
of Curiosity (1894), describes a destitute seamstress who refuses to enter service, although
she may have taken some poetic licence in the retelling: “I go out to service! I wear caps and
aprons, those badges of slavery! No, thank you, I prefer to keep my liberty and be
independent.”216
Another example of aesthetic restriction was the regulation of facial hair, with indoor
servants below the position of butler “generally required to be clean-shaven.”217 Ying Lee
describes the requirement as the “denial of this telling symbol of male sexual maturity,” and
draws a connection between the nineteenth-century practice and an older English tradition of
“asserting a hierarchy.”218 In 1556, “the Worshipful Company of Barber-Surgeons of London
‘ordered that no apprentice should wear a beard of beyond fifteen days’ growth.’”219
Evidently, the practice still affected servants in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: in his
1932 memoir, the aging butler Eric Horne wrote:
All the years I was in service I had an intense desire to grow a moustache, which of
course we were not allowed to do. Now; when no one wants to hire me at the age of
seventy-seven, I am free to grow a moustache if I wish. My vanity is gratified by
growing a fine moustache, but, like what little hair I have left, it is quite white.220
Ying Lee notes that “while beardlessness might have been less of a sacrifice in clean-shaven
eras,” the mid- and late-nineteenth-century fashion for facial hair and its “association with
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respectable middle-class manliness would make male servants very conscious of their smooth
chins.”221 The beard was seen as an outward sign of internal masculine qualities, such as
“independence, hardiness, and decisiveness,” in short, “the foundations of masculine
authority.”222 They came to symbolise the superiority of men over women, and over “their
effete counterparts.”223 Although it is a seemingly harmless issue, it is part of the broader
conflation of servants with children; similarly regarded in terms of control and autonomy. It
was a sufficient injustice as to be remembered by Eric Horne aged seventy-seven, when he
was no longer subject to his former terms of employment.
The aforementioned incidents offer some background and examples of the ways in
which dress standards governed the lives of historic servants, and encouraged certain
practices within the country house. By the time of The Edwardians’ publication in 1930 these
strict dress codes had been somewhat relaxed. However, part of Sackville-West’s evocation
of the ideal country house is the depiction of a community in which servants are absolutely
bound to the ideal by their maintenance of dress standards. The lower servants, who should
be invisible and homogenous, always appear in uniform. When Sebastian is watching from
the roof, he spies a procession of nameless lower servants, “one behind the other, in print
dresses and white aprons, carrying their plates, each plate with a dab of pudding on it and a
spoon laid across, as though they observed the ritual of some ancient and hierarchical
etiquette.”224 Their dress deprives them of individuality and they appear almost as a file of
prisoners. By conforming outwardly to the rules of the house, effacing their personhood and
modelling perfect country house service, these maids were part of the mechanism that shored
up the standards of country house service.
The implementation of uniform could be an act of control, and in The Edwardians,
deviation from the rules is seen as unforgiveable:
There had been that other terrifying incident, when her Grace, taking an unusually
early walk in the park on a Sunday morning, had observed the black-robed, blackbonneted procession [of housemaids] setting off for church, and had descried a white
rose coquettishly ornamenting a bonnet. The white rose had bobbed up and down
across the grass. It was a gay little flower, despite the purity of its colour, and to the
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shocked eyes of the duchess it had represented insubordination. [Mrs. Wickenden]
explained the whole matter by a deprecatory reference to “those London girls,” and
the culprit had been discharged from Chevron by the afternoon train.225
Nowhere in this passage is “the procession” identified as housemaids: rather, they are
described in sartorial terms only, “a black-robed, black-bonneted procession.” The tone is
perhaps slightly ironic: exaggerating the Duchess’s shock at a single flower, and describing
the hapless maid as a “‘culprit” perhaps pokes fun at the strict maintenance of such standards,
which by 1930 had relaxed significantly. The authorial voice in this passage is not necessarily
one of straight reportage, recounting practices of the early 1900s, but is perhaps presenting a
caricatured version of the prevalent attitudes. In 1905, the effects of uniform are still felt: the
oddly disjointed white rose bobbing up and down across the grass utterly effaces the person
and warrants immediate dismissal. The rose is not the only crime: rather, it is indicative of
potential future rebellion, it “represented insubordination,”226 and is an outward sign that this
maid is not entirely devoted to upholding the rules of the household. Although this position is
based on the logical fallacy of the “slippery slope,” it assumes that if dress standards are
allowed to slip, so might more serious standards, such as morality or household maintenance
and hospitality, until the ideal is utterly undermined.
As a material object close to the body, clothing is often represented as an extension or
expression of the person inside, conveying or suggesting character traits or social
information. In The Edwardians, clothing is an important and ubiquitous signifier of class,
reflecting contemporary anxieties of 1905, surrounding class distinctions. Mrs. Wickenden,
who is described as elderly, sits “prim and upright, jerking her shawl around her
shoulders.”227 Her garments are sparse, practical and serious. Her ever-present knitting basket
suggests she might have made the shawl herself. Mrs Wickenden’s clothing, much like her
household account books and rosters, does not possess a single inch of superfluity: she is not
frivolous or excessive, but exacting and precise. Her thrift and industry in fashion is
commendable and appropriate for a woman of her station. The Duchess Lucy, on the other
hand, along with other women of her class, does not simply wear her clothes, but is “swathed
and piled” in them, reflecting the opulence and excess of her life more generally.228 Lucy’s
maid “Button, gathering up the lovely mass of taffeta and tulle, [holds] the bodice open while
225
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the duchess [flings] off her wrap and dive[s] gingerly into the billows of her dress.”229
Compared with Mrs Wickenden, Lucy’s clothing speaks of luxury and fashion, rather than
practicality or economy. Absent-minded and wasteful, she tosses sable coats over the back of
sofas and scatters jewels across her dressing table, reflecting the personal profligacy which
extends to nearly every aspect of her life. Conversely, Miss Wace, Lucy’s secretary,
“affect[s] a dress of heliotrope serge with a stiff Petersham belt.”230 She does not wear the
dress, but affects it, suggesting that Sackville-West sees Wace as aping a fashion, or creating
a persona for herself that is grander than her origins might normally allow. Heliotrope, a
bright pink-purple colour, is at odds with the serviceable and durable serge from which her
dress is made. These selected details correlate with her more detailed portrait, confirming her
innate snobbishness and hypocrisy.
Drawing on the figures that peopled her own Edwardian youth, Vita Sackville-West’s
interpretation of the era can be read as a nostalgic depiction of the Edwardian country house
community. As the purpose of this text is to capture a pristine version of the pre-war country
house, Sackville-West populates the fictional estate with an idealistic, even archetypal, and
somewhat eclectic community of servants, all of whom are absolutely invested in the support
of their employers and the estate. In this way, textually-represented servants become carriers
of the sympathetic vision of the country house ideal. However, should an author’s intentions
differ, should an author wish to distort or deride the country house, or to question the validity
of an outdated ideal in a rapidly changing world, then the representation of servants becomes
an important harbinger of that message.
Using servants to express changing attitudes toward the English country house occurs
in the writing of Evelyn Waugh, who in his early career was sceptical, even critical of
institutions such as the country house, but came to venerate this threatened institution.
Approximately contemporaneous to Sackville-West, Waugh nevertheless portrays the
country house in quite a different light. In 1928, two years before Sackville-West wrote her
paean to the departed Edwardian house, Waugh barrelled onto the literary scene with his
heavily satiric and irreverent first novel, Vile Bodies, in which the country house is one of his
many targets. Although just eleven years younger than Sackville-West, Waugh was not part
of the “war generation,” a moniker that defined the early adulthoods of Sackville-West and
her peers, nor was he a member of the aristocracy, however well-connected he became from
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his Oxford years onward. Operating as a comparative social “outsider”, and never having
experienced the pre-war house, the English country house becomes part of the satiric vision
of his early novels. Servants, as a result, are often chaotic, absent or inefficient. However, as
he matured, Waugh’s outlook became not dissimilar to that of Sackville-West’s at the time of
writing The Edwardians. Heavily coloured by nostalgia, his later work deals with the
threatened disappearance of the country house he knew in his youth (albeit in the 1920s not
1905). Having established the nostalgic representation of servants in the work of SackvilleWest and argued in favour of their propensity to uphold the ideal, the following chapter
explores the ways in which textual representations of servants may be manipulated to support
or criticise the country house ideal.
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Chapter Four
Questioning the Ideal: Evelyn Waugh’s Unsettled Servants

“What’s this place called?” He told me and, on the instant, it was as though someone
had switched off the wireless, and a voice that had been bawling in my ears,
incessantly, fatuously for days beyond number, had suddenly been cut short; an
immense silence followed, empty at first, but gradually, as my outraged sense
regained authority, full of a multitude of sweet and natural and long forgotten
sounds: for he had spoken a name so familiar to me, a conjuror’s name of such
ancient power, that, at its mere sound, the phantoms of those haunted late years
began to take flight.
Evelyn Waugh, Brideshead Revisited, 1945.
Thus far, the servants explored in this thesis have been represented as promoting and
advancing the imagined country house according to an author’s engagement with the ideal. In
the writing of Vita Sackville-West, servants have been represented as part of the cohesive and
symbiotic community at the heart of the English country house. These servants have been
concerned with upholding the social hierarchies that sustain the efficient functioning of the
country house, as exemplified by the replication of external hierarchies within the servants’
hall in The Edwardians. Even as will be explained in the next chapter, servant memoirists can
be seen to be supportive custodians of the sympathetic vision, believing that “keeping one’s
place” equated to “peace of mind and often social and financial security.”1 Such texts are all
produced by people who were invested in, supported or approved of the English country
house, and considered the ideal something worth preserving in both fiction and non-fiction
(as reflecting their professional values). However, as Richard Gill points out, “sharply
contrasting attitudes toward the historic house may be found, varying with the authors and
their times.”2 He explains that: “some [authors] admire, others are openly critical and
satirical, and a good many remain ambivalent.”3 When authors wish to deride, rather than
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venerate, the fictional space of the country house; when they consider the ideal outmoded,
their representation of servants can disrupt the ideal.
Any exploration of the English country house during the early twentieth century,
particularly across the interwar period, would be incomplete without considering its
representation in the novels of Evelyn Waugh (1903–1966). The voice of a generation,
Waugh’s earliest novels capture the mind-set and language of the wealthy, hedonistic “Bright
Young Things,”4 who were too young to have fought in the First World War, but felt all the
incumbent pressures of the Second.5 His later novels capture the nostalgia felt by those same
Bright Young Things, now middle-aged army captains disappointed less by the war than by
the sweeping away of their youth. Consequently, this chapter traces the transmutation of the
genre that occurred within a generation, at a critical juncture in the history of the country
house. Across Waugh’s career, his attitude towards the country house shifted from scepticism
to concerned nostalgia; a shift evident and emphasised by his varying representation of
servant characters. Jennifer Nesbitt contends that nostalgia is an elemental part of the country
house genre that can be either indulged in or rejected: “Whether a particular country house
novel criticizes or adulates the nostalgic impulse, nostalgia for an uncomplicated,
unconflicted, ‘natural’ England is one of the conventions of country house literature.”6
Waugh’s changing attitude toward the country house, and his diverse literary depictions
thereof, are closely related to the absence or infusion of nostalgia. In his youth, he “criticises
the nostalgic impulse,” in his maturity, he “adulates” it.7 His stance toward the country house
shifts from cynicism and derision towards those who consider the country house a sacred,
inviolate space, to concerned nostalgia for a site he considers at significant risk. After
establishing that Waugh does indeed draw on the disruptive capacity of servants in his early
career across a number of novels including Decline and Fall (1928), this chapter turns to the
guardian-like figure of Nanny Hawkins in Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited (1945). This
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chapter argues that servants are so integral to the success of a country house in terms of the
ideal, that they have the potential to undermine or support a fictional house according to their
representation.
Waugh’s varying depictions of the country house can be extrapolated to include his
sense of the world in general: for Waugh, the state of the country house was intimately linked
to the state of England. He considered that “it [was] not only the country house, the symbol
of England’s glorious past, that [was] being endangered by the Age of the Common Man, but
all of England herself.”8 Richard Gill explains that the symbolic value of the English country
house fluctuates during the uncertainty of the interwar period when Waugh was writing. As
an emblem of “what the author considers humane order and enduring values,”9 the imagined
country house may be variously interpreted as a symbol of an aristocratically-governed
microcosm, for order and community, for stability and continuity, and even for decadence,
decay and absurdity.10 Waugh “consistently employed the country house as a symbol,” to
explore social practises and expectations, and to reveal the absurdity of inflexible traditional
values in the modern world.11 The country houses in his novels are frequently decrepit
symbols of a similarly declining England, inextricably linked to either the young Waugh’s
rejection and satire of traditional values, or the older Waugh’s nostalgia for the early interwar
country house.
His depiction of servants, often brief or oblique, but sometimes intricately woven into
the thread of a novel, reflects this sense of decay and his varying attitudes toward it. In the
challenging interwar period, Waugh’s servant characters do not resolutely uphold the ideal of
the country house, but instead reflect Waugh’s ambivalent or sceptical attitude toward the
country house at any given time. For example, the butler character of Philbrick in the 1928
publication, Decline and Fall, evokes elements of the gothic (as detailed presently) with his
mysterious, shifting identity, which slides between master, servant and madman. These
initially threatening, or slightly peculiar, moments soon descend into a chaotic and farcical
rejection of both the gothic tropes that Philbrick evokes, and the ideal servant. Philbrick’s
shifting status exhibits the uncomfortable permeability that could exist around class
boundaries, and evokes the very real fear of displacement through social mobility that often
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underpins country-house works. Yet as Waugh matures, and the pre-war country house fades
from view, his treatment of the country house shifts. Richard Gill observes a capitulation to
nostalgia in country house literature during the late thirties, which is also evident in Waugh’s
work. During “the charged atmosphere of crisis, dislocation, and violence” of the late thirties,
satire vied with nostalgia, until the “preoccupation with the absurdities attending the decline
and fall of the great house gave way to a rather sober concern with the meaning and value of
what was falling.”12 Gill notes that “with the threat and finally the outbreak of war, the
country house recovered its former potency as a familiar symbol of order and continuity.”13
Thus arises a character like Nanny Hawkins, who infuses Brideshead Revisited (1945) with
the comforting associations of childhood, and helps forge the connection between the
enchanted arcadia of Brideshead Castle, and the sense of nostalgia that underpins the novel.
This reflects Waugh’s change in outlook, which in 1944 when he was writing Brideshead
Revisited, was considerably more conservative and more nostalgic. Unlike Waugh’s earlier,
chaotic servants, Nanny Hawkins is portrayed positively in terms of the country house ideal.
Her presence creates a refuge from the angst felt by Charles (the visiting friend) and
Sebastian (one of Brideshead’s Flyte family), and she presides over the estate from the
nursery, a guardian of memories.
English country houses were spaces that held a peculiar fascination for Waugh, and to
which he returned repeatedly in his writings. The homes of the friends he made at Oxford and
afterward, and the homes of his frequently upper-class characters, were an expression of a
lifestyle to which he aspired. It is worth taking a moment here to consider what the “ideal”
may have meant for Waugh. As a privileged, but still socially peripheral, member of the
upper-middle classes, the country house for Waugh offered a physical manifestation of his
innately paternalistic and conservative belief that class divisions, and the subsequent
inequality of wealth and position, were utterly natural.14 Waugh’s fascination with the
country house arguably derived from his own marginal position amongst the country-house
set.15 His friend and biographer, Christopher Sykes, recalled: “He often affected regret that
his ancestry was not aristocratic and glittering with coronets. How genuine this regret was,
and how much of it was merely self-parody, is extremely difficult to say…”16 Class
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consciousness was always a source of sensitivity for Waugh: frequently cited as evidence of
this was his adolescent habit of walking from his home in Golders Green to Hampstead, “to
post his letters in order that they might bear a more aristocratic postmark.”17
As someone who came from a relatively modest family and attended Lancing, a
school that put on the airs of a prominent public school, but wasn’t,18 Waugh may have felt
social pressures more acutely than the “fast set” of largely aristocratic socialites with whom
he mixed at Oxford, and later in London. At university, he became intimate with families for
whom country house privilege was a fact of life. This “susceptibility to falling in love with
entire families,”19 meant that he established close relationships with the Mitfords (particularly
Nancy), whose father was the 2nd Baron Redesdale; the Lygons, who lived at Madresfield
Court in Malvern and whose father was the 7th Earl Beauchamp; and with their cousins, the
Plunkett Greenes, whose parents belonged to the artistic and musical “aristocracy” of the late
Victorian period.20 Waugh’s peripheral status, as houseguest and later as a famous writer who
obtained his own small property, suggests a position from which to interpret his evolving
relationship with this aristocratic world.
Writing from the archetypal perspective of a “Bright Young Thing,” Waugh was
overtly critical of the traditions and institutions that he considered to have contributed to the
First World War, and to the sense of disconnect that plagued his generation.21 For example,
Waugh’s first novel, Decline and Fall, is a satiric, black-comedy that takes as its numerous
targets the determined profligacy of the upper classes, English preparatory schools, Oxford
colleges, and the army. In a more general sense, it engages with the sense of hopelessness,
disillusionment and cynicism that plagued Waugh’s generation during the interwar period.
Particularly, Waugh takes aim at the rigid institutions of the nineteenth century that can no
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longer cope with the demands of the twentieth: foremost among these is the English country
house.
During the early stages of Waugh’s career, his portrayals of the English country house
are infused with cynicism. In her doctoral thesis, Lynn Lusty notes a similar shift from satire
to elegy in the types of architecture depicted in Waugh’s writing. Lusty suggests that Waugh
portrays the depravity of modern morals through the hideous architectural refashioning of
several country homes in his early novels, whereas his later architectural descriptions lament
the “final collapse” of England of the nineteenth century.22 By the time Waugh was writing
his first novel, the country house ideal was such a recognisable concept, and comprised such
familiar components, that his disruption of it was instantly identifiable.23 That which he is
mocking was recognisable because it was, and remains, such a pervasive ideal in English
literature.
The disintegration of the English country house was a phenomenon that preoccupied
Waugh; his opus is full of crumbling halls in varying states of physical or ideological decay.
For example, in A Handful of Dust (1934), the faux-Gothic Hetton Abbey is sold and
converted to a silver fox fur farm. In Scoop (1938), fictional estate Boot Magna is overrun by
decrepit, bed-ridden servants whose pensions threaten to bankrupt the family:
The richest member of the household, in ready cash, was Nannie Bloggs, who had
been bedridden for the last thirty years; she kept her savings in a red flannel bag under
the bolster. In other rooms about the house reposed: Nannie Price, ten years the junior
of Nannie Bloggs, and bedridden from about the same age… Sister Watts, old Mrs
Boot’s first nurse, and Sister Sampson, her second; Miss Scope, Aunt Anne’s
governess, veteran invalid, of some years seniority in bed to old Mrs Boot herself: and
Bentinck the butler: James the first footman, had been confined to his room for some
time, but he was able on warm days to sit in an arm-chair at the window. Ten servants
waited on the household and upon one another, but in a desultory fashion, for they
could spare very little time from the five meat meals which tradition daily allowed
them. In the circumstances the Boots did not entertain and were indulgently spoken of
in the district as being ‘poor as church mice.’24
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It is of interest that the foremost servants in this extract are nurses, nannies and governesses.
They have exchanged their role of caring and nurturing for one in which they are cared for
and nurtured, but at the expense of their employers. This plethora of aging dependents
satirises the practice by which old retainers were supported after a lifetime of service, and the
exaggerated “five meat meals a day” mocks the perquisites traditionally enjoyed by servants,
such as their food and beer allowance.25 The existence of this symbiotic and mutually
supportive community is an aspect frequently celebrated throughout the genre. Servants
support the estate and family, who in turn support them: country house servant memoirists
typically praise the ancient practice of keeping retainers, and it is depicted as an act of
kindness in texts such as The Edwardians26 or even Downton Abbey.27 Depicting this
relationships as parasitic is part of Waugh’s deliberate undermining of the traditions
surroundings employers and servants, which were beginning to become unwieldy in the
twentieth century. In her study of twentieth-century servants, Lucy Lethbridge notes that in
contemporary gothic fiction, “Locked together in dark dependency, the power struggles of
master and servant were hilarious rather than eerily unnatural.”28 This was due to the fact
that: “The cumbersome social machinery of pre-war England had begun to look ridiculous.”29
It is precisely this “cumbersome social machinery” that Waugh makes the butt of his satire.
There are further examples of role reversals and the failure of social machinery in
Waugh’s other early works. For example, in Vile Bodies (1930), Colonel Blunt of the aptly
named Doubting Hall is reduced to answering his own front door: “You must forgive me for
opening the door to you myself. My butler is in bed to-day. He suffers terribly in his feet
when it is wet. Both my footmen were killed in the war…”30 The lack of servants conveys in
shorthand the overall decline of Doubting Hall. Without servants, the house cannot be
cleaned, the garden and park cannot be maintained, the tenets of hospitality cannot be upheld.
Colonel Blunt is more interested in going to the cinema than perpetuating traditions on his
estate. The lack of staff is indicative of a deeper decay set in motion by the various social and
economic factors that contributed to the changing fortune of the country house in Waugh’s
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lifetime. When servants are absent from the textual tradition, country houses like Doubting
Hall fail to represent the ideal: they are ridiculous, or pathetic.
Philbrick the… Butler?
Most critics seem able to agree that Decline and Fall is staunchly a product of the early
twentieth century: “At every turn, [Waugh’s] writing pays parodic tribute to modernist art
and literature.”31 Cut off from the nineteenth century by the suffering of the First World War,
a recurring idea in this novel is the rejection of certain late-nineteenth-century qualities,
which may be broadly described as sentimental idealism. The targets of Waugh’s satire can
be difficult to pin down, and frequently overlap: the nature of his critique is so subtle as to be
“everywhere felt but nowhere expressed.”32 The country house ideal, supported by strict
social hierarchies, is just one of the many structures associated with the nineteenth century,
which Waugh derides.
The novel tells the story of Paul Pennyfeather, a young theologian unfairly sent down
from Scone College at Oxford on the grounds of indecent behaviour. One evening, he is
relieved of his trousers by the aristocratic members of the Bollinger Club, and made to run
the length of the quadrangle in a state of semi-nudity. The naïve and apathetic Pennyfeather
quickly finds himself “debagged” (expelled) and condemned to teach in an execrable
preparatory school in the Welsh countryside. Inspired by Waugh’s own period of exile as a
prep school teacher at the real Arnold House, the staff of the fictional Llanabba Castle range
from the socially awkward to the criminally negligent. One of these staff members is
Philbrick, who is ostensibly a butler, but whose identity shifts throughout the text.
Topsy-turvey country houses feature prominently throughout Decline and Fall, for
one of the central targets of Waugh’s satire is the unthinking perpetuation of ignorant
tradition, which may be neatly epitomised by the English country house. Like the
aforementioned fictional estates of Hetton Abbey, Boot Magna and Doubting Hall, the
country houses of Decline and Fall are similarly imperilled: “often bizarrely redecorated in a
style alien to the dignity of the original… or serving a function absurdly incongruous with the
grace and order of their past.”33 One such house, Llanabba Castle, is a faux-Gothic
monstrosity that has been converted into an appallingly mismanaged preparatory school, and
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its peculiar architecture is a symbol of the “blend of pragmatism and sentimentality for which
the nineteenth century stood indicted in Waugh’s mind.”34 Upon arrival, Llanabba Castle
appears “formidably feudal… towered and turreted and decorated with heraldic animals and a
workable portcullis,”35 but is revealed to be the work of local mill workers, who during the
cotton-famine of the eighteen-sixties had been employed by the owner on a minimum wage,
so that “Llanabba House became Llanabba Castle after a great deal of work had been done
very cheaply.”36 It is a sham castle, not unlike Sir Horace Walpole’s (1717–1797) real,
Twickenham residence, Strawberry Hill. Mirroring the shifting status of its characters, the
houses in Decline and Fall defy identification: they frequently appear to be a product of
centuries of tradition, but are revealed to be a product of the last sixty years.
The other prominent country house in Decline and Fall is King’s Thursday, an
archetypal English country residence which has been the seat of the Earls of Pastmaster for
generations. Echoing the other dysfunctional houses in his early works, Waugh first describes
a beautiful residence that embodies the ideals of country estate ownership, then tears it down.
He devotes several pages to the original King’s Thursday, noting that “for three centuries the
poverty and inertia of this noble family had preserved its home unmodified by any of the
succeeding fashions that fell upon domestic architecture.”37 As a result, no modern additions
“marred its timbered front” and the place “had slept unscathed by plumber or engineer.”38
Readers might imagine a house not unlike the real houses of Knole, or Penshurst. Waugh also
describes a system of hereditary service, which is echoed by the lineage of the Wickenden
carpenters in The Edwardians. At King’s Thursday, the role of estate-carpenter was “an
office hereditary in the family of the original joiner who had panelled the halls and carved the
great staircase,” and as a result, the current carpenter’s work has been done in a style
“indistinguishable from that of his grandsires.”39 Waugh also uses servants as a marker of
size, noting that the house had “been built in an age when twenty servants were not an unduly
extravagant” but that in the modern century such a house had become unwieldy: “it was
scarcely possible to live there with fewer [than twenty servants].”40 As a result of its
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outmoded amenities, the resident Beste-Chetwynde had to sack the servants and sell the
house to his sister-in-law: Margot.
Margot quickly transforms the house from the pride of the county to an object of
appalled fascination. She hires a strange, young architect, Otto Friedrich Silenus, who is told
to build “something clean and square,” and rises to the occasion.41 Pennyfeather’s first visit
to the new house initially evokes the ancient, ritualistic endurance of the English country
house, but Waugh dashes the ideal to pieces in three economic sentences:
‘English spring,’ thought Paul. ‘In the dreaming ancestral beauty of the English
country.’ Surely, he thought, these great chestnuts in the morning sun stood for
something enduring and serene in a world that had lost its reason and would so stand
when the chaos and confusion were forgotten? And surely it was the spirit of William
Morris that whispered to him in Margot Beste-Chetwynde’s motor car about seedtime and harvest, the superb succession of the seasons, the harmonious
interdependence of rich and poor, of dignity, innocence and [164] tradition? But at the
turn of the drive the cadence of his thoughts was abruptly transected. They had come
into sight of the house.
“Golly!” said Beste-Chetwynde. “Mama has done herself proud this time.”42
It is worth citing this lengthy passage in full, for Waugh touches in turn upon the
cornerstones of the ideal: ancestral beauty, endurance and serenity when the outside world
seems strange and unsettled, the georgic cycles of sowing and harvesting, and the harmonious
co-existence of the entire community. The choice of William Morris as a messenger is a hint
of the destruction to come: a figure of the Victorian establishment associated with chivalric
ideals (so thoroughly obliterated in the trenches), Morris’s voice is unlikely to be revered in
an early Waugh novel. Waugh then confronts his readers with the dissolution of that ideal,
which has no place in the modern, twentieth century. Without explicitly describing it, BesteChetwynde’s “Golly” sufficiently conveys the utter desecration of the once-ideal King’s
Thursday. Gone are the sentimental conjurings of the naïve Pennyfeather, replaced with the
work of a Hamburg factory designer. It is worth noting that servants are completely absent in
the new house. It is the adolescent Peter who makes cocktails and shows the guests around,
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and at no point are other staff members mentioned. In his new design, Otto Silenus has
replaced the incumbent community of servants with mechanised labour-saving devices.
In Decline and Fall, Waugh does not do away with servants entirely. He portrays a
chaotic world where the structures of the country house are being renegotiated, and
consequently servants cross boundaries, or are simply treated with nonchalance or disrespect.
These moments are symptoms of the perceived “decline and fall” of the English country
house in the twentieth century. As part of the creation of unsettling servants, Waugh also
draws on elements of the gothic to mock the social anxiety attached to the potentially shifting
boundaries between master and servant that are a mainstay of the tradition. “Households
peopled by ancient retainers looking after (or being looked after by) impoverished gentry had
been a theme in gothic fiction since the nineteenth century”; in the twentieth century “they
were reworked by a new generation of novelists.”43 Turning to the gothic genre for a
moment, co-opting gothic elements for parodic or satiric purposes is part of a longer tradition
established by authors such as Ann Radcliffe, John Aikin, James White, Henry James Pye,
Matthew Gregory Lewis, and most notably, Jane Austen in Northanger Abbey.44 Although
these authors often worked within in the gothic genre themselves, they could parody or selfparody its associated conventions, particularly related to the suspension of disbelief that must
occur when dealing with the supernatural. As such, gothic writers often enacted “pre-emptive
self-parody in anticipation of readers’ scepticism.”45 Ann Radcliffe, for example, parodies
her policy of the explained supernatural by offering utterly implausible explanations.
Matthew Gregory Lewis (1775–1818), author of The Monk (1796), wrote an entire book of
gothic-parody poetry in 1801, including “Giles Jollup the Brave and Brown Sally Green,” (a
parody of his own poem “Alonzo the Brave and Fair Imogene”).46 “Humour and satire are
pervasive in early Gothic works,” and are arguably a defining feature of the genre.47
In Decline and Fall, Waugh parodies the gothic genre (particularly the sense of
anxiety, uncertainty, doubling and shifting identity), and uses it to satirise aspects of
contemporary society.48 It is also common for gothic texts to “rely heavily on servant
43

Lethbridge, Servants, 202.
Natalie Neill, “Gothic Parody,” in Romantic Gothic: An Edinburgh Companion, ed.
Angela Wright and Dale Townshend (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2016),
185–204.
45
Ibid, 189.
46
Ibid.
47
Ibid.
48
Incidentally, the gothic was not an entirely outdated genre at the time of Decline and
Fall’s publication. A renewed interest in the gothic found expression in cinema of the
44

125

characters for comic relief.” 49 Waugh certainly uses Philbrick in this manner, but the comic
elements initially apparent in the figure of Philbrick relate to the “pervasive sense of
uncertainty, not only about what would happen but about what had already happened” to the
country house community after World War I.50 Philbrick begins his journey as the mildly
threatening, sinister guardian of Llanabba Castle, and undergoes endless transformations as a
useless and insolent butler, a dangerous burglar, a famous novelist, a duelling ship-owner, a
“toff,” and ultimately, a delusional but harmless lunatic. Throughout these transformations,
Waugh mocks every bastion of the gothic servant trope, from the sinister servant, to the
informing, the masquerading, and socially mobile servant, all of which were sources of social
disquietude in the literature of the previous century.51
Upon the first encounter with Philbrick, he embodies the aloof and sinister archetype,
now recognisable in figures such as Daphne du Maurier’s Mrs. Danvers (Rebecca, 1938), or
more familiar to Waugh’s audience, the threatening figure of Grace Poole in Jane Eyre.
Philbrick’s behaviour is reminiscent of the eerie welcome given to Jonathan Harker by Count
Dracula, who welcomes him with “a strange intonation,”52 and causes Jonathan to wonder
whether the Count and the carriage driver were “not the same person,”53 establishing an
uneasy sense of doubling and shifting uncertainty about the distinction between servant and
master. Dracula’s shapeshifting makes him unsettling and difficult to define, qualities shared
by Philbrick. In Philbrick’s case, however, the challenge is to pin down his class, rather than
his species. When Pennyfeather arrives at Llanabba Castle he is greeted by the mysterious
butler:
It was almost dark in the avenue, and quite dark inside the house.
“I am Mr Pennyfeather,” he said to the butler. “I have come here as a master.”
“Yes,” said the butler, “I know all about you. This way.”
They went down a number of passages, unlit and smelling obscurely of all the ghastly
smells of school, until they reached a brightly lighted door.
1930s, with Bela Lugosi’s definitive appearance as Count Dracula in Tod Browning’s
1931 film, and the well-known horror actor Boris Karloff’s 1931 portrayal of
Frankenstein’s monster, suggesting a revival of the genre and a recognition of its visual
and atmospheric on-screen potential.
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“In there. That’s the Common Room.” Without more ado, the butler made off into the
darkness.54
Here are recognisably gothic elements: the butler who knows the guest and his purpose
already, then vanishes without a word into the winding corridors, thick with the miasma of a
school. Philbrick, like Dracula, leads Pennyfeather to the one glowing beacon of safety, the
teachers’ common room, from which, like Dracula’s dining room, it is unwise to stray.
However, it soon becomes apparent that the common room is utterly violable, and is
frequently entered by boys: “presently the door opened again, and two more boys looked in.
They stood and giggled for a time and then made off.”55
The many manifestations of Philbrick satirise the ideal of the servant. First of all, the
servants at Llanabba Castle are uniformly terrible, and Philbrick instantly drops the mystique
of his first appearance as an efficient, capable representative of the house, becoming lazy and
incompetent:
“I say, they haven’t given you a napkin. These servants are too awful. Philbrick,”
[Peter] shouted to the butler, “why haven’t you given Mr Pennyfeather a napkin?”
“Forgot,” said Philbrick, “and it’s too late because Miss Fagan’s locked the linen up.”
“Nonsense,” said Beste-Chetwynde;56 “go and get one at once. That man’s alright
really,” he added, “only he wants watching.”57
The proper rules of service are not observed at Llanabba Castle, and as a result even the most
basic standards of hospitality are not met. Philbrick’s haphazard attitude and the fact that the
boys lack any respect break down the class-based roles of dignified employer, and silent and
deferential employee that characteristically appear in country house fiction. A butler who
answers back to his employers and forgets to provide napkins is certainly not an ideal country
house servant.
Furthermore, Philbrick embodies the socially mobile servant, which was a source of
concern in nineteenth-century fiction, where there was a fascination with “servants marrying
into a higher class,” that revealed the “insecurity of a fluctuating and competitive class
formation.”58 It is revealed that Philbrick has become engaged to Headmaster Fagan’s
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daughter Miss Diana, commonly known as Dingy, although there is a distinct lack of
romance in the transaction, and Philbrick himself alludes to the impropriety of marrying a
butler:
“It was [Miss Diana] who actually suggested our getting married. I shouldn’t have
had the face to, not while I was butler. What I’d meant to do was to hire a car one day
and come down with my diamond ring and buttonhole and pop the question.”59
This development inverts the usual trope of the female servant marrying a member of the
family, as in Jane Eyre or Vanity Fair, by having the boss’s daughter elope with the butler:
“Sometimes,” said Philbrick, “I think she’s only marrying me to get away from here.”60 As
noted earlier during this thesis, during the period after World War I marriageable men were
scarce. The ranks of young men belonging to the land-owning aristocracy suffered
particularly heavy casualties,61 causing uncertainty about the survival of the English country
house. Waugh might have been hinting that in the above situation, marrying a mad butler
may have been preferable to permanent spinsterhood. At this point in the story, Philbrick’s
masquerade as butler is beginning to disintegrate. The protagonist, Paul Pennyfeather,
already believes Philbrick is a burglar in possession of a diamond ring, and pretending to be a
butler in order to kidnap a student called Clutterbuck.
In fact, characters throughout the text are frequently reincarnated on either side of the
above-below- stairs line. While in the persona of “Philbrick the aristocratic novelist,” he tells
Mr Grimes a tale about his late sister Grace, who supposedly sinks from an aristocratic young
woman to a kitchen maid through her lack of intellect or beauty. Philbrick is allegedly living
as a butler for one year to write a novel to improve the plight of servants and lay his sister’s
ghost to rest. There are clues even in this story, which exhibits an odd sort of permeability
about class boundaries but draws on the very real fear of displacement, that a key theme of
the novel is the shifting stability of social institutions. Such instability might be particularly
noticeable in places like country houses (or schools), that relied so heavily on rigid,
internalised hierarchical structures. It is worth noting that the school teacher, Mr Grimes, too,
is reincarnated above the line: when he marries Miss Fagan (Flossy) he is removed from the
relative comfort of the teacher’s common room to the cold formality of the family dining
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room. As “the baize door [swings] to behind him,” his fellow teachers even use language
evocative of the upstairs-downstairs divide, with Pennyfeather remarking: “I don’t believe
that life “above stairs” is suiting him very well.”62 In such moments, the teachers are equated
with servants. Nevertheless, they are never confused with the actual servants who clean and
cook for the teachers and pupils.
Soon, the personas of Philbrick begin to multiply, drawing on the gothic conventions
of the double or the masquerade, which typically evokes a sense of class-related anxiety
based on the idea that it was impossible to discern class on sight, or to distinguish between
servant and master:63
“Well then, I’ll tell you another thing,” said Beste-Chetwynde. “You know that man
Philbrick. Well, I think there’s something odd about him.”
“I’ve no doubt of it.”
“It’s not just that he’s such a bad butler. The servants are always ghastly here. But I
don’t believe he’s a butler at all.”
“I don’t quite see what else he can be.”
“Well, have you ever known a butler with a diamond tie-pin?”
“No, I don’t think I have.”
“Well, Philbrick’s got one, and a diamond ring too. He showed them to Brolly. We
believe that he’s a Russian prince in exile.”64
As the rumours multiply, Philbrick himself appears to be their source, repeatedly
disregarding class boundaries by being over-familiar with the boys and school masters, even
to the point of offering to procure Pennyfeather a female companion in the form of the Welsh
station-master’s sister: “Certainly not,” said Paul. “Oh, all right,” said Philbrick, making
off.”65 He tries to tell his life story to Pennyfeather, who rebuffs him, apparently appalled by
the confidences of a servant:
“It’s a change for me to be a butler,” said Philbrick. “I wasn’t made to be anyone’s
servant.”
“No, I suppose not.”
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“I expect you wonder how it is that I come to be here?” said Philbrick.
“No,” said Paul firmly, “nothing of the kind. I don’t in the least want to know
anything about you; d’you hear?”
“I’ll tell you,” said Philbrick, “it was like this–”
“I don’t want to hear your loathsome confessions; can’t you understand?”66
This is uncharacteristically rude for Pennyfeather. Usually mild-mannered and amenable, he
reserves his impatience for Philbrick. Possibly this is a manifestation of his own status
anxiety: he cannot be friendly with a butler because he must be seen to be above him. Of
course, when Pennyfeather finds himself in prison and Philbrick is in a position of relative
power as the reception-cleaner, he speaks civilly towards him. However, by this point in the
narrative, Pennyfeather is seeking any connection with the familiar and Philbrick has been
revealed to be a harmless lunatic.67
The initial suspicion that muddies the identity of Philbrick is dismantled in Waugh’s
typically brief and comedic style of dialogue:
“It appears he is a rich man and not a butler at all.”
“I know,” said Paul and Grimes simultaneously.
“Did he tell you his whole story– about shooting the Portuguese Count and
everything?”
“No, he didn’t tell me that,” said Paul.
“Shooting a Portuguese Count? Are you sure you’ve got hold of the right end of the
stick, old boy?”
“Yes, yes, I’m sure of it. It impressed me very much. You see Philbrick is really Sir
Solomon Philbrick, the shipowner.”
“The novelist, you mean,” said Grimes.
“The retired burglar,” said Paul.
The three masters looked at each other.68
Neither Pennyfeather nor Grimes revealed Philbrick’s secret identity to each other: such a
thing, when pertaining to a butler, is apparently of little consequence. Philbrick is not a figure
of the eighteenth- or nineteenth-century gothic, where class-based anxiety finds traction in his
ambiguity and self-reinvention. Rather, he is an amusing figure of the twentieth century,
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operating in a social milieu where there are seemingly no such things as background checks
or professional references. Specifically, Philbrick’s layers of shifting identity align him on
the side of disorder, and he “represents the featureless interchangeability of an age devoid of
distinct moral values.”69 Within the space of the country house, or even a country house
converted into a school, this “featureless interchangeability” represents a departure from the
strictly demarcated roles of the pre-World War I country house. Where external status
placement systems were once replicated on a smaller scale within the household, Waugh’s
chaotic disregard for once-solid boundaries speaks to his cynical attitude toward the country
house ideal. Representative of broader nineteenth-century idealism, which at this time Waugh
was reacting strongly against, the country house ideal in Decline and Fall is made a subject
of derision, satire and disruption.
Nanny Hawkins and the Country House Eulogy
As Waugh grew older and was faced with the loss of the world of his youth, the cynicism of
his early novels abated, and he exhibited an increasing nostalgia toward the country house.
This shift may be viewed as a historical development within the country house genre, for it
was not exclusive to Waugh, but indicative of a broader change in attitude toward fictional
representation of the country house, in which “satire now modulated into elegy.”70 The
Second World War did not bode well for England’s estates. Waugh was writing Brideshead
Revisited in 1944, at a time when the English country house was in danger of disbandment,
which he compared to the dissolution of the monasteries.71 As Waugh later acknowledged in
the Preface to the 1959 edition, the “bleak period of present privation and threatening
disaster”72 during the Second World War meant that as a consequence, the book was heavily
nostalgic and “infused with a kind of gluttony, for food and wine, for the splendours of the
recent past, and for rhetorical and ornamental language…”73 This evocative and indulgent
nostalgia, in accordance with Scott Howard’s concept of “poverty of the present,”74 becomes
“a means of asserting a set of civilised values, but values threatened by, or absent from, the
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modern world.”75 For Waugh, it was not only German bombs that posed a threat to these
great houses, but also the process of modernisation, which had begun to encroach on the
countryside and break down many of the social constructs that were an innate part of the
country house lifestyle and his youth.
Between his earlier and later works, Waugh transitions from revelling in collapse and
chaos, to indulging in a nostalgia for the dying country house. There is a particular moment
in Vita Sackville-West’s The Edwardians that resonates strongly with Waugh’s changing
attitude toward the country house. The choice between acceptance of the country house’s
obsolescence in the twentieth-century, or the decision to ignore the signs of decay, is also
made by Sackville-West’s fictional explorer, Leonard Anquetil. When Anquetil first visits
Chevron, he tours the upper rooms with Sebastian. In the empty chambers, Anquetil is:
moved by this vision of the boy passing, candle in hand, through the shadows and
splendours of his inheritance. For the great rooms had lain in darkness until the candle
disturbed them; the great rooms of state, that were never used now, but preserved
their ancient furnishings, their gildings and velvets, and seemed in the light of the
candle to flutter still with a life that had but barely departed from them.76
In the flickering light, these rooms seem less disconnected from their history; the very thing
that gives them value. With a heightened awareness of the jarring proximity of opulence and
decay, Anquetil is almost forced into feeling nostalgic for something he considers “dead as a
museum,” and which he neither likes nor particularly admires:77
[In the darkness] their beauty, which he had thought to be exterior, became
significant; they were quickened by the breath of some existence which they had once
enjoyed, when no eye regarded them as a museum, but took them for granted as the
natural setting for daily life… Nevertheless, Anquetil still strove against them. He
would not be deluded into sentimentality about things that were dead, merely because
it was possible to convince oneself that they had once been alive. This dead beauty
inspired him again almost with horror, as he reacted against his own momentary
softening...78
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Although Anquetil is almost seduced into thinking that the rooms could be alive, he hardens
himself against sentimentality, and remembers they are obsolete, or soon to be. Sebastian (of
Chevron) and other country house owners may be staving off the eventual transmuting of the
country house into a lifeless shell, but Anquetil is a realist and faces the impending decline
directly. He is struck by the way the rooms hover between being working, functioning spaces,
and archaeological artefacts:
… the skeleton lies exposed beneath the monument, a humble and yet terrible
reminder; but here it is otherwise; the house is dying from the top; this uppermost
floor is deserted wholly, and all the cheerful bustle has departed from it; it lies
stretched in the ashen hues of mortality, immediately below the roof that thinly
divides it from the sky… like an old skeleton that has been laid to rest out of sight and
whose presence everyone has conspired to ignore.79
This is the moment where the fictional Anquetil’s attitude diverges from Waugh’s in
Brideshead Revisited. There are two possible reactions to the demise of the country house:
one is hard-hearted realism and the acceptance of its inevitable death. The other is nostalgic
sentimentality and an inclination to prop up a fading structure. The former is the stance that
Anquetil adopts. While the younger Waugh may have shared this attitude, by the time he was
writing Brideshead, he had progressed toward sentimentality.
Where Anquetil resists the seduction of the museum-like space, Waugh succumbs to
it. Brideshead Castle and the other homes in the novel exist in a state of moral and physical
deterioration. When, for example, Cordelia Flyte returns to Marchmain House in London she
remarks to Charles: “There’s no one here to cook anything now…I didn’t realise how far the
decay had gone.”80 This is another instance of using an absence of servants as a sign of decay
in Waugh’s writing. Marchmain house goes from the scene of debutante parties to a boarding
house for any Flytes who may be passing through, and is eventually converted into a block of
flats. Throughout the novel, reference is made to the loss of Marchmain House, of Anchorage
House, and all of the houses painted for posterity by Charles Ryder in his volume “Ryder’s
English Homes,” the commercial success of which relies on the impending destruction of
such buildings. On his commissions, he comments; “I was called to all parts of the country to
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make portraits of houses that were soon to be deserted or debased; indeed, my arrival seemed
often to be only a few paces ahead of the auctioneer’s, a presage of doom.”81
Rather than revelling in the frenetic chaos of a badly run institution as he might have
done in his earlier novels, Waugh treats these houses and their servants with tender clemency.
This treatment influences the tone of the novel, and indicates the author’s revised attitude
toward the country house. In fact, the only character to criticise the running of Brideshead
Castle is Rex Mottram (Julia Flyte’s Canadian fiancé). Rex’s position as an outsider who
does not understand the nuances of either Catholicism or English society, renders him illqualified to comment on the state of the house. When he dines with Charles in Paris, he
suggests that the house is being run inefficiently, “nobody being sacked, dozens of servants
doing damn all, being waited on by other servants.”82 The content of his observations is not
dissimilar to Waugh’s earlier passage in Scoop about the elderly retainers at Boot Magna.
However, Charles’s reticence, which borders on contempt, toward Rex during this passage
invites readers to resist Rex’s position, and to view his comments as crass and mercenary.
Instead, there is an implied support for the old traditions of community and paternalistic
benevolence that Rex seeks to dispose of.
The servant presence is integral to the character of literary depictions of the country
house, and to their engagement with the ideal. When Waugh was writing Brideshead
Revisited on leave from active service in 1944, he was creating an entirely different type of
servant to the parasitic old retainers and Philbricks of the mid-1920s. He was choosing
instead to emphasise the gentle, nostalgic, childhood qualities he now associated with the
country houses of the ‘twenties and ‘thirties; houses he had once ridiculed as spaces of
deterioration and chaos, but now venerated as the last bastions of Englishness worth
preserving.83 The only servants mentioned by name in Brideshead Revisited are Charles’s
Oxford porter, Lunt, the Flytes’ butler, Wilcox, and their former nanny, Nanny Hawkins.
Lunt is an interesting figure, because he embodies the perpetual nature of nostalgia. Where
Charles looks back on his days at Oxford with tenderness, Lunt looks back to Oxford before
World War I, deploring the changes that have occurred since: “There never was dancing
before in Eights Week… it’s all on account of the war. It couldn’t have happened but for
that.”84 Lunt’s grumbling dialogue aside, Nanny Hawkins is the only servant given any
81

Ibid, 212.
Ibid, 163.
83
Ibid, “Preface.”
84
Ibid, 18.
82

134

descriptive attention, and for this reason she is significant. She infuses the text with the
associations of childhood, and helps forge the connection between the enchanted wonderland
of early Brideshead, and the sense of nostalgia that underpins the novel. According to Aaron
Santesso, “nostalgia can idealize [sic.] a lost person or a lost place: these are the conditions of
elegiac and pastoral nostalgia, respectively.”85 In Brideshead Revisited, Waugh idealises
through fiction both the lost spaces of his youth, actual people from this time. The latter
provided the composite inspiration for his characters, perhaps most poignantly, his late
friends Hugh Lygon and Alastair Graham, who culminate in the figure of Sebastian:86
It is thus I [Charles Ryder] like to remember Sebastian, as he was that summer, when
we wandered alone together through that enchanted palace; Sebastian hobbling with a
pantomime of difficulty to the old nurseries sitting beside me on the threadbare,
flowered carpet with the toy-cupboard empty about us and Nanny Hawkins stitching
complacently in the corner, saying, “You’re one as bad as the other; a pair of children
the two of you. Is that what they teach you at College?”
Pertinently, “childhood is the usual object of nostalgia,”87 and Waugh’s preoccupations with
juvenile activities and “the languor of Youth”88 serve to reinforce the nostalgic tone of the
novel. The early scenes at Brideshead are threaded with references to childhood. At
Brideshead, Charles experiences: “a happy childhood” whose “toys were silk shirts and
liqueurs and cigars and its naughtiness high in the catalogue of grave sins. It seemed to [him]
that [he] grew younger daily with each adult habit that [he] acquired.”89 It was not, of course,
a literal childhood, but from the narrative perspective of the tired, middle-aged captain of
infantry, it was a childhood of sorts, a fondly remembered period when he and Sebastian
existed only for the pursuit of pleasure, and when the pressures of the world had not yet made
themselves felt. Says the older narrator Charles looking back from the 1940s: “That is the full
account of my first brief visit to Brideshead; could I have known then that it would one day
be remembered with tears by a middle-aged captain of infantry?”90 Further, Charles needs
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this period of childhood at “Brideshead” to grow into the family, which can be achieved
through the rite of passage of an aristocratic, nanny-supervised infancy.
In re-enacting this nursery scene with Sebastian and Nanny Hawkins, first physically
and then imaginatively, Charles is seeking to create a “brotherhood” with Sebastian; as if
they shared a childhood (which they didn’t). In re-enacting it, Charles feels himself to be one
of the Flyte children, with an equal connection to the servants in the house. Becoming part of
the family is a desire Charles always creeps towards, but which only collapses once Lord
Marchmain dies and the family fragments. Rex also attempts to join the family circle through
his disastrous Catholic instruction, and his marriage to Julia is unsuccessful. Charles,
however, becomes a child of Brideshead and this is indicated by his taking Nanny Hawkins
her tea tray when he is billeted at Brideshead during the war. He re-enacts what Sebastian
does during their first visit, when he makes finding and visiting Nanny his priority.
That “first brief visit,”91 when Sebastian brings Charles to his family home, is
ostensibly for the purpose of visiting a friend, who goes by the “name of Hawkins.”92 It
transpires that Hawkins is Sebastian’s old nanny: “I want you to meet Nanny Hawkins [says
Sebastian]. That’s what we’ve come for”– and climbed uncarpeted, scrubbed elm stairs…
Here were the nurseries.”93 Sebastian’s lingering fondness for his nanny is touching; perhaps
characteristic of aristocratic children who had been raised by servants, perhaps part of
Sebastian’s childlike mystique, along with his teddy bear, Aloysius and his “Alice in
Wonderland” sense of religion. It is not uncommon for fictional servants to act as repositories
of sentiment or emotion. In The Edwardians, The Duchess of Chevron’s secretary, Miss
Wace, is frequently de-humanised, and is not regarded “as a human being at all, but rather as
a repository for ill-temper, petty annoyance, temporary good-humour, or whatever mood, she,
Lucy, might happen to be in.”94 Nor was it uncommon for real nannies to preserve and
protect the child-status of their charges. German nursemaid, Auguste Schlüter, was
disconsolate when her then thirty-eight-year-old charge, Mary Gladstone,95 decided to marry.
Schlüter wrote that she “felt like a tigress wishing to throw herself upon the enemy [Mary’s
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fiancé].”96 Similarly, Nanny Hawkins is a repository for the serious and sacred feelings that
preserve the past. Returning to Brideshead, Charles and Sebastian find Nanny Hawkins:
…seated at the open window; the fountain lay before her, the lakes, the temple, and,
far away on the last spur, a glittering obelisk; her hands lay open in her lap and,
loosely between them, a rosary; she was fast asleep. Long hours of work in her youth,
authority in middle life, repose and security in her age, had set their stamp on her
lined and serene face.97
Nanny Hawkins is the guardian of all she surveys, an eternal presence whose prayers are a
benign force on the estate.
The entire second book of the novel is sub-titled, “Brideshead Deserted,” yet it is not
deserted, for Nanny Hawkins remains at her post. She stays in one place, the nursery, which
makes it possible for Charles both literally and figuratively to revisit Julia and Sebastian’s
childhood: she has kept the space like a museum for the children. In this way, she is the
guardian too of the memories of the Flyte children before they were spiritually disfigured by
Catholic guilt, alcohol dependency, addiction, or depression: “Nanny did not particularly
wish to be talked to; she liked… to watch their faces and think of them as she had known
them as small children; their present goings-on did not signify much beside those early
illnesses and crimes.”98 In this way, she preserves the remembered perfection and promise of
the ill-fated Flyte children, and by association, that of the pre-war country estate. For Waugh,
the decline of Brideshead is representative of the decline of England. Just as the Flyte family
is broken up by internal and external pressures, so too is the country estate is threatened by
war, modernisation, and the impending “Age of Hooper.” Nanny Hawkins, then, is a
custodian of the pristine promise of youth, of the pre-war country estate, and of the ideal
before it was shattered by the “period of present privation and threatening disaster.”99
The presence of an older woman in a caring role, although not necessarily a mother, is
a recurrent symbol of sanctuary and comfort in the country house, a symbol frequently
associated with the continuity of the country house ideal. Nanny Hawkins offers a temporary
retreat to the safety and naivety of childhood, an easier time when the pressures of adulthood
have not yet begun to cause havoc. Other examples include the Dowager Countess in
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Downton Abbey, and the governess Laura Testvalley in Edith Wharton’s The Buccaneers
(1938). The Dowager Duchess in The Edwardians, despite her “spitting and scratching,”100
also represents a retreat from contemporary social anxieties into the safety of a more certain
age. Sebastian explains to his mother Lucy about his grandmother, “Don’t you see that she
lives in the eighteenth century?”101 Sebastian’s point is well made: the Dowager has in fact
inherited a set of assumptions about land ownership that hark back to an older, vestigial
feudal style of living. Sebastian and the Dowager share a special relationship, one more
candid and protective than he enjoys with Lucy. The Dowager “took Sebastian under her
protection,”102 and he in turn “never treated her to any of his exhibitions of moodiness or illtemper.”103 Most importantly, like other ever-present older women like Nanny Hawkins, the
Dowager “carried an air of solid assurance that belonged to a less uneasy age.”104
It may be recalled that the importance of inter-generational relationships and reactions
to social change were intimated earlier in this thesis. In Chapter Three, the various reactions
of different generations to the turbulence of the early twentieth century were compared.
Where Lucy and her friends cultivate ignorance, and Viola and Sebastian’s arguments about
equality serve “only to expose the unbridgeable gulf between his own generation and his
mother’s,”105 the Dowager “admits no flaw in her creed”106 and “nothing unpleasant ever
ruffled her serenity, because she simply failed to notice it.”107 Sebastian, who is distressed by
the changes he sees in the world, wants to shelter in the absolute conviction of the
indomitable old woman: “His grandmother would not dismiss him with light evasions… he
wanted to be stunned by a real out-of-date conviction; not by a half conviction shored up by
desperate under-pinning on a threatened refuge.”108 The certainty she offers, albeit in the
manner of hitting him “over the head with a bludgeon,”109 is nevertheless a comfort because
it provides Sebastian, for a moment, with a form of escapism from his current troubles.
Possibly, the Dowager Duchess’s certainty offers Sebastian some assurance that the present
age of madness will pass, and that an era of certainty will cycle around once more. Arguably,
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this is why Sebastian happily departs on tour with Anquetil at the end of the novel namely,
because he feels there is a potential period of stability in the near future, for which he must
simply wait in absentia.
The part of the nanny or nanny-figure in upholding the country house ideal is centred
around the element of continuity, which is epitomised by the perpetuation of the family line,
and could be attained through the provision and survival of heirs. The provision of a suitable
heir is a recurring theme throughout the country house tradition, related as it is to the ensured
survival of even fictional houses.110 In Downton Abbey, for example, the suspect and
underhanded Nanny West believes she is protecting or assuring the future of a “pure”
Crawley bloodline by expressly excluding Miss Sybil, who has a lower-born father, from
sharing a nutritious breakfast with her cousin. She calls Sybil a “nasty half-breed” in front of
her cousin, Master George, thus reinforcing Sybil’s “lower” status both physically and
ideologically. Although this incident is portrayed as punishable and Nanny West is instantly
dismissed, she believes she is performing her duty by making sure the children know their
place in relation to each other, and within the contemporary class hierarchy.111
Similarly, in The Edwardians, the long-standing housekeeper Mrs Wickenden adopts
a nanny-like role with Sebastian. Childless, she forms a strong maternal relationship with the
Chevron children, and Sebastian is her favourite. When he was an infant she would linger
about the nursery, “convinced that he would never reach manhood.”112 She believes his
health was fragile, and listening to her, “you would have thought that the very beauty of
Chevron was tinged with a mortal melancholy…”113 Her concern over the occupants of the
nursery (“how often had she not crept into his nursery”114) also extends to those not yet born:
“Miss Wace, Mrs Wickenden, the housemaids, the scullery-maids, the still-room maid, the
laundresses, and the wives of the men-servants all looked forward secretly and lasciviously to
the day when his Grace’s engagement should be announced,”115 as shortly after, heirs
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[would] be produced. Lucy, the Duchess of Chevron, rightly accuses the “feminine
population of Chevron” of “thinking of the nursery all the time.”116 At the heart of their
obsession with Sebastian’s impending wedding is the “the feudal desire for an heir.”117
Further, Sackville-West suggests that those same staff, had Sebastian died, would have
“worshipped a baby master of Chevron in his cradle.”118 Their collective concerns, from Mrs
Wickenden’s to the farthest female member of the estate community, are ultimately based on
the continuity of the line, and the comforting talisman of a child in the nursery.
Sackville-West may poke fun at broody, female country house staff through Lucy, but
in Brideshead Revisited, it is worth noting that neither Waugh nor his narrative protagonist,
Charles Ryder, treat Nanny Hawkins with contempt or mockery. There is certainly no trace
of Waugh’s jeering at earlier servant characters such as Philbrick. When the middle-aged
Charles Ryder returns to the army-requisitioned Brideshead Castle, his first undertaking is to
see if Nanny Hawkins still keeps her post in the nursery. He takes her tea tray from “an old
housemaid,” and passes “through the baize doors, up the uncarpeted stairs, to the nursery,”
treading the same path he walked with Sebastian twenty years before.119 Ryder treats his late
friend’s nanny with respect, sitting quietly by the fire with her for some time, catching up on
gossip and family news:
She, who had changed so little in all the years I knew her, had lately become greatly
aged. The changes of the last year had come too late in her life to be accepted and
understood; her sight was failing, she told me, and she could only see the coarsest of
needlework. Her speech, sharpened by years of gentle conversation, had reverted now
to the soft peasant tones of its origin.120
In this passage, she almost acts as a metaphor for the country house itself; the changes of the
twentieth century had come too late, or too quickly, to be adapted to and absorbed, and many
estates had been reduced to the coarsest of shells. Waugh too, treats Nanny Hawkins gently.
Christopher Sykes notes that Waugh’s fiction was full of servants, and yet the nannies were
the only ones who escaped “the satire of his hard comedy… to them he never applied parody
or irony, only the gentlest comedy.”121 Sykes attributes this sanctity to the lasting memory of
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Waugh’s beloved childhood nurse, Lucy, who remained “sacred ground” all his life.122 For
example, Waugh’s description of Nanny Hawkins’s “soft peasant tones” carries only a sense
of reversion to a natural state of existence. Although it implies that for some years she had
adopted the accent of her employers, there is no sense that he ridicules her for aping the
manners of her “betters,” as he does with Philbrick when he wears plus-fours and a bowler
hat at the school sport day. Rather, Nanny Hawkins’s absorption of certain behaviours is a
dignified accident of her surroundings, and the result of her long and loyal association with
the family. Such gentle treatment is part of the nostalgic framing of the novel, and is
indicative of the author’s prevailing mood of affection toward the country house ideal in his
later works.
The casting of servants as either hapless or exemplary can work effectively to
undermine or support the sense of the ideal country house in works of fiction. The servant
presence in Waugh’s novels contributes to the accumulated understanding of the country
house in the textual tradition, because they so evocatively represent the author’s position as
either satirist or eulogist. Absent or incompetent servants can very quickly undermine a
house’s value in terms of the ideal, and supportive or evocative servants can deepen the
imagined qualities of a mythologised space. Across Waugh’s career, his attitude towards the
country house shifted from cynical scepticism to concerned nostalgia, a shift evident and
emphasised by his varying representation of servant characters. While his earliest novels,
such as Decline and Fall, are critical of the ideal whereby strict class relations were
maintained and archaic arrangements drain the wealth of the estate, Brideshead Revisited
marks a new veneration for the ideal at the very moment when it seemed its physical form
might disappear. Waugh’s varying depiction of servants, or servant tropes, establishes that
the careful management of servant characters offers an effective means of either subverting
or validating the mythologised space of the literary country house.
The previous two chapters have been limited to discussing the ways in which servants
are depicted by upper-class and aristocratic authors. Waugh and Sackville-West’s fictional
renderings of servant figures are heavily determined by their variously nostalgic, proprietary,
or eulogising attitude toward the country house. As such, their writing of servants serves a
purpose: fictional servants become emissaries or custodians of the ideal according to upperclass experiences of the country house. Thus, while upper-class writing certainly contributes
to the accumulated sense of the ideal and the role of servants therein, their privileged
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viewpoint is necessarily limited in terms of servant representation. Fortunately, the voices of
servants who worked in the English country house across the early twentieth century are
available in the form of memoirs, which allows the voices of real servants to resonate
throughout the textual tradition. As will be discussed in the following chapter, these servants’
voices complement the genre to challenge and uphold the nostalgic ideal of the country
house. Just as Sackville-West was writing after the events she describes, these memoirists are
reflecting on a closed chapter in the history of the country house and of their own working
life, and as such, their memoirs provide an account of the changing fortunes of the country
house that is at once authentic yet potentially compromised by the vicissitudes of memory.
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Chapter Five
Remembering the Ideal: Servants’ Perspectives of the English Country House

Never two hundred servants come running and brawling down the corridors with
warming pans and great branches for the great fireplaces. Never would ale be
brewed and candles made and saddles fashioned and stone shaped in the workshops
outside the house. Hammers and mallets were silent now.
Virginia Woolf, Orlando, 1928.1
Only once the real, historic country house found itself devoid of servants and no longer able
to support an incumbent community, did a different, arguably more authentic, servant voice
begin to emerge. Setting down their “hammers and mallets,” country house servants instead
picked up their pens, and began to record their experiences of life in service in the English
country house. This chapter turns to one of the foundational sources for this thesis; the
country house servant memoir.
When seeking the servant presence in texts related to the English country house, it
quickly becomes evident that depictions of service are not limited to those found in fiction
written by professional, frequently upper- or even middle-class authors. Having explored
servant representation in the works of Vita Sackville-West, Evelyn Waugh and briefly Julian
Fellowes, the focus now shifts from country house fiction to consider and include another
type of writing that portrays the English country house and its servants. These self-actualised
representations of servants offer a series of portraits of actual country house servants. In
doing so, they intersect with the country house genre by mirroring existing representations of
servants, or inspiring and informing new ones. As autobiographical writings encompassing
the values and practices of devoted country house servants, the selected memoirs considered
in this chapter speak directly to the way the country house ideal is understood. They augment
and complement the genre, and illuminate new aspects of the ideal and its preservation. As a
group, these memoirs contribute a unique viewpoint to what is typically an upper- or middleclass-dominated genre, and furnish readers with an understanding of the physical and
ideological landscape occupied by servants across the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth
centuries. Written by men and women who worked in the English country house, this
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representative group of servants’ memoirs articulates changing attitudes toward service
across the late Victorian, Edwardian and interwar periods, and records the perspectives of
servants as they trace the decline of the country house. The memoirs discussed within this
chapter are selected from the known, published, and available memoirs.2 Within those
parameters, memoirs for detailed examination have been selected on the basis of their
specific representation of the country house, as opposed to metropolitan houses. The
discussion here focuses on the ways in which these memoirists contribute to a cumulative
understanding of the ideal and its preservation in text. Due to the selective nature of the
process, the views contained therein are not exhaustive, but a representative sample
comprised of the nuanced perspectives of individual authors.
As a recognisable category within the genre of working-class, autobiographical
writing, and even as a group within working-class life writing, these memoirs conform to
certain parameters. In the first of three parts, this chapter describes the selection of servant
memoirs, outlining key dates and authors, trends relating to structure and content, the
material and psychological conditions of their production, and the ways in which these
memoirs intersect with literature and criticism surrounding working-class autobiographical
writing, drawing on the work of critics Regenia Gagnier, Claire Lynch and John Burnett. This
chapter briefly suggests that by extending the record of the decline of the country house,
these memoirs contribute to the conservation of the Edwardian-Georgian country house as a
fictional space. When investigating publication trends, it becomes apparent that these
memoirs inform the contexts of later creative works and contribute to the production of
fictional country house texts, including novels and television drama, thus expanding the
country house genre. Through servant writing, the remembered ideal of the country house
garners public interest and new memoirs emerge throughout the latter part of the century.
This suggests that servants offer a particularly accessible or perhaps trustworthy view of life
in the English country house.
After exploring the emergence and ramifications of the servant memoirs, this chapter
will turn to modes of negotiating social change and the decline of the English country house,
which is a central theme across these memoirs. The memoirs of Charles Cooper (1937), John
James (1949) and William Lancely (1925), whose careers span the mid-late Victorian period,
express the authors’ difficulty in accepting the permanence of these changes, largely due to
their personal identification with their employers’ political outlooks. Eric Horne’s first
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memoir (1923) is explored in more detail to examine the sense of disconnect that could occur
when retired servants finally found themselves free of the ideals and structures they had
laboured so hard to uphold. Moments of cognitive dissonance throughout Horne’s memoir,
where he holds mutually exclusive beliefs without apparently realising their contradiction,
reveal a personal quandary relating to the decline of the country house and the disappearance
of the almost feudal hierarchy contained therein.
Finally, this chapter will consider the ways in which memoirists could be supportive
of the symbiotic community that could exist in the country house. Frequently, they praise the
implementation of paternalistic benevolence and the sense of security that an estate could
offer. Arguably, these selected memoirs speak directly to the perpetuation of the ideal,
corroborating or offering alternatives to the fictionally represented servants explored in
earlier chapters. Memoirists who had experienced life in the pre-war country house tend
toward a more sympathetic view of a hierarchic arrangement whereby denizens of the
country house knew and kept their place. This allowed an ordered community to emerge,
governed by those considered “naturally” best suited to the task. These memoirists
retrospectively support the system of mutual interdependence by insisting upon its value to
those who experienced it, and by asserting its validity as a workable, functioning system of
welfare and support. Many of these memoirists commend the ideal that guided the symbiotic
country house community, lamenting its simultaneous relegation to fiction, and
disappearance from their reality.
The purpose of this chapter is not to provide an exhaustive survey of the servant
experience: that has been done elsewhere, such as in the social histories identified in Chapter
Two.3 Rather, this chapter considers how these memoirs, and the servant presence therein,
may address the country house ideal, and how this intersection amplifies the servant presence
within the country house genre.

3

Lucy Lethbridge, Servants: A Downstairs View of Twentieth Century Britain
(London: Bloomsbury, 2013); Lucy Delap, Knowing their Place: Domestic Service in
Twentieth-Century Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012); Jessica Gerard,
Country House Life: Family and Servants, 1815-1914 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994);
Tessa Boase, The Housekeeper’s Tale (London: Aurum Press, 2014); Jeremy Musson,
Up and Down Stairs (London: John Murray, 2009); Adeline Hartcup, Below Stairs in
the Great Country Houses (London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 1980); Pamela Sambrook’s
The Country House Servant (New York: The History Press, 2013); and Sian Evans, Life
Below Stairs in the Victorian and Edwardian Country House (London: National Trust,
2011).
145

It would be enormously problematic to claim that all servants, either historically or
textually represented, automatically supported the physical and ideological institution of the
country house: indeed, some memoirists resisted the control that country house service
exercised over their lives. However, having identified a representative body of servant
writing, which is considered alongside moments where the servant experience is co-opted in
upper-class writing, this thesis is able to suggest that within the accumulated textuality
surrounding the country house the servant presence is often portrayed as a supportive force.
Irrespective of their stance, servants employed in the twentieth-century country house were,
by the very nature of the job, part of the effort to maintain the traditions and standards that
underpinned the ideal. These duties are described and preserved in their memoirs.
The English Country House Servant’s Memoir
In her article, “Intimacy in Research,” Carolyn Steedman explores the one-sided intimacies
that can develop between historians and the figures or communities they research. The focus
of her research is a fifteen-year-old housemaid, Ann Mead, who was hanged for murder in
July, 1800. Steedman’s distinction between different types of autobiographical or historic
sources is useful in that it may be applied to servants’ memoirs. While considering the
difficulty of evoking a lost personality, or identifying moments of relatable human behaviour,
she makes a firm distinction between sources that were written with a consciousness of
audience, such as social surveys, memoirs, or fiction, and those that were not, such as diaries
or account books.4 Although the memoirs of servants are at times written with less awareness
of audience than, for example, a fictional text by a professional author, they are nevertheless
produced with readers in mind. These readers might include enthusiasts of the country house,
or those wishing to reminisce about their own career in service, for some memoirs “tend to be
nostalgic, and even defensive, about the honours and rewards of domestic service.”5 The very
act of memoir writing captures the country house ideal and preserves it in autobiography:
though the institution is not merely described and celebrated, but questioned, examined, and
sometimes challenged. Other memoirists may seek to offer first-hand perspectives of
aristocratic habits and what servants witnessed in confidence, or of the often-concurrent
luxury and degradation experienced by servants. For example, the publishing house, T.
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Werner Laurie, promoted Eric Horne’s memoir as a “detailed and realistic account of high
life below stairs.”6 Ultimately, these memoirs tap into a public desire to read about the
threatened world of the English country house.
The selection of country house servants’ memoirs discussed in this chapter has been
compiled on the basis that their authors worked, for at least part of their career, in an English
country house. Further, their content speaks directly to the changing fortune of the country
house across the critical period of the first half of the twentieth century. Memoirs of service
in exclusively single-servant or metropolitan households have been excluded, on the basis
that they do not reflect the country house servant community or the attendant ideals of
aristocratic estate management. In Appendix 1, authors have been loosely arranged according
to period of employment, and their entry annotated where possible with their birth date, the
age they left school, the age they entered service, the year of publication, and any notable
houses or employers included in their memoir. As Eric Horne published a sequel, they are
comprised of nineteen texts by eighteen authors, and at their outer limits span the years 1850
to 1980, but are largely centred upon the late Victorian to interwar period. What the Butler
Winked At was the first memoir to appear in 1923, and tells the story of Eric Horne’s life
from the early 1850s onward. At the other end of the range, Charles Smith’s Fifty Years with
Mountbatten spans the author’s first position at Welbeck Abbey in 1930, to Lord
Mountbatten’s death in 1979. Other outliers include Flo Wadlow’s Over a Hot Stove and
Mollie Moran’s Minding the Manor, both of which describe service in the 1930s, but were
not published until 2007 and 2013 respectively. All of these memoirs are extended works of
approximately 300 pages, except for the male servants’ stories collected in Rosina Harrison’s
Gentlemen’s Gentlemen, which range in length from 50 to 100 pages.
The memoirs to be considered here as examples are by no means the first instances of
autobiographical, or life writing by domestic servants. The Diary of William Tayler,
Footman, 1837 was written during Tayler’s lifetime as an exercise to improve his literacy,
and was published in 1987.7 It comprises a daily journal, recounting immediate events. The
private diaries of Victorian maid servant, Hannah Cullwick (1833–1909), were published in
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1984.8 These texts were not written by country house servants (both worked in cities), nor
intended as memoir projects, yet provide one counterpoint to retrospective samples of
country house servant writing.
Another peripheral text is the memoir of servant, suffragette and labour activist Jessie
Stephens, who was born in 1893 and who left school at fourteen to enter service. Her
unpublished autobiography, Submission is for Slaves, is held at the Working Class Library of
Manchester, and includes a chapter detailing her early days in metropolitan domestic service
in Glasgow, and her role in organising the Domestic Workers’ Union. While an important
voice in the effort to regulate domestic work in the early twentieth century, Stephens did not
work in a country house, and was more concerned with single-servant, metropolitan homes,
where isolated and often younger servants were at greater risk of exploitation.9 Further
autobiographical writing by Gabriel Tschumi (chef), Edward Humphries (pageboy), John
Robinson (butler), Lilian Westhall (housemaid), Winifred Foley (general maid), and Lavinia
Swainbank (housemaid) is included in John Burnett’s collection, Useful Toil,10 but does not
represent the experiences of specifically country house servants. Equally, the full-length
memoirs of cook, Monica Dickens11 and maid, Margaret Powell12 detail their servant
experiences, but of metropolitan households. Although not examined in any detail here, these
texts form part of the body of servant writing, and thus contribute to the shared knowledge of
the servant experience. They provide another counterpoint to texts pertaining specifically to
country house service, by capturing life for domestic workers in single-servant, metropolitan
or occasionally regional households.
Among the country house memoirists selected for this chapter, there is a range
between the earlier memoirists who had worked in Victorian or Edwardian country houses, to
the later memoirists who entered service after World War I. For the most part, the earlier
memoirists had either worked in a late Victorian country house or were instructed by servants
who had. Edwin Lee, born in 1886 and retiring as butler to the Astor family, writes “of
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masters and servants who were an expression of mid-Victorian times and who lived and
worked in areas of Britain where the relationship between the two had changed little since
feudal times.”13 Amongst earlier memoirs is a prevailing sense of reminiscence about service
in the pre-war country house. These trends are not absolute: social change is both gradual and
generational, and difficult to confine to neat eras or watershed moments. For example, lady’s
maid, Rosina Harrison, was born 1899 and entered service in 1918, but her outlook was
informed by the traditionalist approach of her colleague and role model, the aforementioned
Edwin Lee. As a result, Rosina Harrison is overwhelmingly supportive of a traditional social
hierarchy in which each person knew their place. Conversely, Eric Horne, the majority of
whose working life took place in the nineteenth century, articulates negative attitudes toward
a paternalistic hierarchy. Although he claims: “I certainly do not believe in Socialism in its
crude state,”14 he expresses remarkably egalitarian views for a Victorian, Upper servant, in
that he describes the leisured classes who hoard their wealth as a drain on society.15
Compared to the earlier memoirists, who are characteristically inclined to nostalgia or
defensive reminiscence, the later-published memoirists tend to be more forward looking, and
are typically aware that country house service was a declining institution. Amongst those
memoirists who had no experience of Victorian or Edwardian country house service, and
who had often lived through the Second World War and witnessed what was effectively the
end of country house service, “the resentment against misery and exploitation is open and
expressed.”16 Historian and collector of working-class memoirs, John Burnett, also notes that
“a more critical tone develops over time,” with “the writings of the early twentieth century
being more outspoken than those of the mid-nineteenth.”17 Burnett specifically identifies the
work of Jean Rennie (b. 1906), a Scottish maid then cook who worked at Ballimore Castle
and other houses until World War II, as an exemplar of this critical tone.
With the exception of Rosina Harrison, the older memoirists among the group
selected here are all male: Eric Horne (b. ~1850), William Lancely (b. ~1855), John James
(b. 1872), Charles Cooper (b. 1870), Frederick Gorst (b. 1881), Albert Thomas (b. ~1890),
George Slingsby (b. 1889), Ernest King (b. 1888 or 1890),18 Edwin Lee (b. 1889), Charles
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Dean (b. 1895), and Gordon Grimmet (b. 1902) all worked in service before or during World
War I. Scholar of working-class life writing, Regenia Gagnier, notes a similar trend in the
working-class memoirs collected by John Burnett from the period spanning the 1820s to the
1920s, in which “the only obvious underrepresentation is, predictably, by gender: only onetenth of the autobiographies having been written by women.”19 Gagnier does not clarify why
this is “predictable,” noting only that nineteenth-century woman writers “refer far more
frequently to their husbands or lovers and children (their personal relationships) and men
refer more to their jobs or occupations (their social status).”20 There does not seem to be a
definitive explanation as to why the earlier servant memoirists here are all male. Gagnier
cites several female authors who worked in industrial or factory positions, so it was not
unheard of for working class women to record their life experiences. However, the position
of housekeeper (as the female equivalent of a butler or steward) was imbued with a sense of
respectability, which may have limited the number of housekeepers who chose to write
memoirs.
Although speculative, there are certain contextual factors which may have prevented a
female domestic servant whose life spanned the late nineteenth century from writing a
memoir. They would have required certain resources; time, space, and connections to
publishers. These may have been lacking for many women. Literacy, to both read and
understand a genre well enough to write in it, may have been absent.21 Possibly,
housekeepers may have been caught between working class mores and middle class
aspirations. Writing was viewed by many among the working classes as “highbrow,” whereas
middle-class aspirations to gentility precluded writing for money, as it was considered
unseemly (although a necessity for women supporting their families through their writing).22
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The heavily gendered conversation around “women scribblers”23 in the middle of the
nineteenth century denigrated the contributions of female authors, and shaped social
perceptions of women’s writing, suggesting the only suitable subjects for lady writers were
“children’s literature, books on child care and household management, and works of
sensibility steeped in depoliticized and lofty patriotism and misty, death-oriented and nonsectarian religious fervour.”24 Retired housekeepers may also have demurred from writing
memoirs for strategic reasons: many may have been supported by their employees in their
retirement, relying on pensions or lodging on the estate. To write about their employers in a
mercenary or tactless manner might be considered a violation of trust or loyalty, and could
compromise their financial security.
Interestingly, the balance tips toward female writers as the twentieth century
progresses. The work of Jean Rennie (b. 1906), Rosina Harrison (b. 1899, and notably
responsible for the collection of a large group of male voices in addition to her own), Mollie
Moran (b. 1916) and Flo Wadlow (b. 1912), appear alongside that of George Washington (b.
1915), Charles Smith (b. 1908), and Peter Russell (b. 1933). Although male memoirists
typically occupied positions of house-steward or butler, which were the highest positions
available, there are still no memoirs written by housekeepers. Mollie Moran, Flo Wadlow and
Jean Rennie were all cooks, and Rosina Harrison was a lady’s maid. A gendered approach is
not required for the consideration of these memoirs in relation to the country house ideal. It is
simply of interest to note that the gender of authors reflects shifting social mores, and is
perhaps representative of the opportunities that became increasingly available to women as
the twentieth century progressed. No longer reliant upon the generosity of employers, or
restricted by social perceptions around women’s writing, the more modern group of female
servant memoirists had recourse to state pensions, marriage, or other careers, and were able
to reflect on their lives in service without fear of repercussion.
The memoirs of country house servants under consideration here follow a fairly
consistent trajectory. All begin with the author’s early family life, and describe the
written at random and carelessly thrown aside, sheet after sheet, sibylline leaves from
the great book of fate.” In Caroline Lee Hentz, Ernest Linwood (Boston: J. P. Jewett
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circumstances that led to their entering service. Nearly all came from country families, and
many had parents who had worked in service. Some, such as Charles Cooper (b. 1870), (like
Mr Wickenden in The Edwardians) felt that service was as hereditary as a Dukedom: “I feel
it would perhaps be better understood if I began by making some reference to my ancestors to
show from what stock I sprang; it will then be seen that I was born into service.”25 Perhaps
due to the stigma attached to service, many memoirists justify their entry into the occupation,
citing family misfortune, or like Cooper, family tradition. They characteristically left school
between the ages of twelve and sixteen, with the late-nineteenth-century servants tending
towards the former. Many, like Eric Horne, came from families who could not afford
apprenticeship fees, and so sent their children away to entry-level service jobs.26 Others, like
Jean Rennie, who had been predicted to attend university, came from families who were
unable to pay for their children’s continued education.27 Sending children out to service had
the dual benefit of bringing in another wage while shifting the burden of food and clothing
onto the country house employer. Typically, young servants stayed in each position for
several years, before gradually advancing through the ranks of country house service. The
male memoirists retired as butlers, house-stewards or valets to aristocratic, royal or extremely
wealthy families. The women all attained the position of cook before leaving service when
World War II broke out, with the exception of Rosina Harrison, who remained a lady’s maid
until her retirement in the mid-1960s.
With two exceptions, the group of memoirs considered here were written after the
authors left service. The first exception is footman Frederick Gorst, who left service circa
1902 and published his memoir in 1956, giving no details about the intervening years,
although it is implied that he had intended to leave service, then possibly emigrated to
America. The second exception is Charles Cooper, who wrote his memoir Town and
Country, or, Forty Years in Private Service with the Aristocracy while still employed, and
dedicated it “gratefully to my master Sir Anthony Henry Wingfield D.L, J.P.”28 Charles
Cooper’s memoir is also notable for its prefacing and closing material: it contains a foreword
by Alan Lennox-Boyd, a Conservative MP of Mid-Bedfordshire, who describes himself as a
friend of the author. It also features thirty-two black and white photographic plates, unique
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among the earlier memoirs, although common among those published after World War II.
Further, Cooper’s memoir has an addended section answering questions about cleaning and
housekeeping, written by “a young lady” who purportedly read the manuscript and desired
“further information of various aspects of the life and employment of a gentleman’s
servant.”29 Ostensibly written for dissemination in smaller homes, these tips may have served
to validate Cooper’s knowledge, or to acknowledge the value of his contributions as a skilled
worker. The inclusion of a domestic manual section may hint at a middle-class readership
wishing to model their housekeeping practices upon those of the aristocracy. Other memoirs
include incidental information about cleaning techniques, but none features an exhaustive list
of methods.
With one exception, the memoirs examined are written in first person, with lived
experience central to the narrative. This exception is the memoir of George Slingsby,
George: Memoirs of a Gentleman’s Gentleman, a biography written by Slingsby's daughter
Nina, and published after George’s death. Little is known about the research and writing
process of this memoir: the extent to which George Slingsby may have been involved is
unclear, although the level of introspection and emotional insight suggests either the rigorous
collection of his memories and opinions, or a certain level of creative licence. The remaining
memoirs place the “I” at the centre of the text, although the individuality or self-identity of
the writers is compromised by constant identification with their employers. While the
memoirists undeniably describe their own life’s journey, this journey is framed as an account
of their professional career, which is defined by their catering to the needs and wishes of their
largely aristocratic employers. A cursory glance shows that the titles of these memoirs
position the author in relation to their employers: Forty Years in Private Service with the
Aristocracy; From Hall-Boy to House Steward; The Memoirs of a House Steward; Memoirs
of a Gentleman’s Gentleman; The Green Baize Door;30 What the Butler Winked At; Fifty
Years with Mountbatten: A Personal Memoir by his Valet and Butler. These suggest that
service, and specifically country house service, is the primary subject matter. Their
recollections are shaped and dictated by their relation to employers, and the class system that
upheld the dialectic between “servant” and “employer.”
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Claire Lynch identifies a similar trend in nineteenth-century working-class life
writing more generally, whereby authors reference their work in the title of their
autobiographies, fusing their personal and professional identities, even erasing the personal in
favour of the professional.31 Further, this practice is not limited to the titles of memoirs (as
seen in the examples above). John Burnett explains that working-class autobiographers
“devote more space to their working experiences than to their family relationships, being
particularly reticent about emotional and sexual matters.”32 Lynch also notes that work “is the
central component of many of the manuscripts,” citing one bricklayer, who: “allocates a
greater number of words to describe the components and measurements of a brick, for
example, than he does to the birth of his son.”33 Just as the servants themselves were
supposed to be an unseen presence in the country house, invisible, “seen but not heard,” they
similarly limit the evidence of their personal lives in their memoirs.34 Without exception, the
male memoirists devote more sentences to the cleaning of silver than the birth of their
children, their marriages, or the passing of their wives. That is not to say that personal lives
are left out altogether. Each memoir begins with an account of childhood and family
circumstances. Albert Thomas ruminates on life with his wife and their children. Charles
Cooper explains that he lived with his wife in a butler/housekeeper pair. The Coopers’
employers gave gifts and a cheque on their marriage, and allowed time off for their
honeymoon. He also thanks his wife for assistance in his early career as a butler. Mollie
Moran ends her memoir with a brief account of her successful married life. Nevertheless,
these events are all framed by their relationship to country house service.
The aspect of celebrity and of seeing how the upper-classes lived lends a further
frisson to the memoirs. In her study of working men’s autobiographies, Ying Lee notes that
Charles Cooper and William Lancely “focus as much on their employers’ lives and times as
their own.”35 Without discounting the innate value of working-class memoirs, Lee suggests
that perhaps country house servants’ writing is also valued by the readership for the insight it
31
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provides into prominent people and places. The country houses discussed in these memoirs
comprise the central and united thread, peopled as they were by aristocratic figures such as
the Duke and Duchess of Portland (Frederick Gorst) the Princess Elizabeth (Ernest King)
Louis Mountbatten (Charles Smith), Winston Churchill (George Washington), The Duke of
Connaught (William Lancely), the Marques of Bath (Gordon Grimmet), and members of the
Gladstone family (Frederick Gorst), Orr-Lewis family (George Slingsby) and Astor family
(Rosina Harrison, Edwin Lee, Gordon Grimmett, Charles Dean and George Washington).
It is interesting to note that before the memoirs of actual servants began to appear in
any number, the servant viewpoint was already being exploited for its privileged and
supposedly “candid” perspective. In 1851, prolific author and journalist George W. M.
Reynolds published Mary Price, or the Memoirs of a Servant-Maid. He followed its success
with Joseph Wilmot; or, the Memoirs of a Manservant in 1858. Graham Law deems the texts
themselves not worth a great deal of reflection, describing them as “soap opera for the midVictorian popular audience,” and difficult to read today “in their monstrous entirety.”36
Nevertheless, they demonstrate the possibilities for servants as narrators, as Joseph and Mary
provide the reader with unrestricted access to a parade of upper-class characters and their
country homes. This sense of voyeurism was an important aspect of Victorian culture.
Despite the lasting stereotype of a prim and proper society, the Victorians were enormously
inquisitive, hungry for gory details and salacious gossip. “Intrusion was so much the spirit of
the age” and dictated popular cultural consumption.37 It has repeatedly proven a successful
formula. Servant memoirs simultaneously offer authentic insight into the aristocratic high-life
and the tribulations of servants, and this storytelling perspective has been privileged in series
such as Julian Fellowes Downton Abbey. Accused too of possessing “soap opera” storylines,
Downton nevertheless found commercial success by including servant characters.38
Servant memoirists adopt various measures to protect identities and reputations when
describing the deplorable behaviour of some aristocratic employees. Eric Horne uses
36
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pseudonyms such as “Sir Cayenne,” “the Noble Lord,” “the Bold Bad Baron,” or simply
employs the epithet “the Boz” [Boss]. In a rather coy foreword, Charles Cooper suggests that
he is aware of this sense of voyeurism and the privileged vantage point he occupied
throughout his working life:
I have been told that a little knowledge is dangerous, but the little knowledge I
possess is so infinitesimal, that I have never run into any kind of danger, and I see no
fear now, in presenting this story to my friends, of causing annoyance to any of the
characters of high or low degrees mentioned herein. Should there be however (and I
doubt it) something that does not meet with the approval of any particular person,
then I beg most respectfully to offer my humble apologies.39
By pleading his own limitations, his foreword acts as a reassurance of Cooper’s good
intentions and seeks to exonerate himself, should his readers take offence at his revelations.
Of particular note is the distinction he makes between “high or low” characters. On one hand,
such a distinction might mean that Cooper feared accusations of capitalising on his
professional proximity to the aristocracy. The very fact that he acknowledges two “degrees”
of character might suggest an underlying, even subconscious awareness that he needed to
justify his subject matter. Alternatively, he may simply wish to clarify his moral obligation to
both his employers and his peers.
One reason for the sudden proliferation of country house servants’ memoirs in the
early twentieth century, relative to earlier periods, may lie within the broader category of
working-class memoirs and their catalyst. Scholars of working-class autobiography in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries frequently trace its inception to the 1870s education
reforms. The first Elementary Education Bill was brought before the British Parliament in
1870, by a group demanding non-denominational education for every child. The legislation
proposed “a system by which the means of elementary education may reach every home, and
be brought within the reach of every child in the country.”40 Nevertheless, critic John Burnett
is reluctant to attribute the emergence of working-class memoirs to this Act on the grounds
that it relies on the common, but false, assumption that “until the advances in elementary
education after 1870 the great majority of the working classes were too illiterate and
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inarticulate to leave behind written records.”41 There were other means by which people
could access an education, such as Working Men’s Clubs or improvement societies. One
country house servant, Gordon Grimmet, born circa 1902 and footman to the Astors, explains
that he received a more comprehensive education at his houses of service, Longleat and
Cliveden, than at school. He found that:
It was impossible to live among beauty without it getting under your skin… you look
at books lining shelves and eventually you pick one up and begin to read; overheard
conversations spark off a desire to know more. You also learn moral values, not
always by example but by observation and comparison.42
Nevertheless, “picking up a book and starting to read” would have been impossible without a
rudimentary education. Grimmet’s experience is a reminder that the question of literacy was
not absolute, nor had it ever been. Two hundred years earlier, servant and poet Mary Leapor
(1722–1746) acquired an education in a similar fashion. She was a kitchen maid for Susanna
Jennens, who encouraged reading and writing. Leapor produced the estate poem “To
Crumble Hall” and the proto-feminist “Essay on Woman” under the pen name “Mira.”43
Leapor’s servant viewpoint in “Crumble Hall” gives readers a glimpse of the downstairs
world of the country house rarely afforded in eighteenth-century country house poetry.
Servant literacy was therefore not impossible, and could be facilitated through a connection
with generous employers and the resources available in a country house.
The Bill of 1870 was directed specifically at the working classes, and particularly at
families without the means to provide their children with an education; homes that typically
produced domestic servants. The Bill passed,44 and while further Bills limiting the work
hours of children were passed over the next decade, schooling was not made compulsory
until 1880. From 1880 onward, attendance was compulsory for every child between five and
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ten years.45 Katherine Byrne notes that the Education Act of 1902 (known as the Balfour Act)
marked a new wave of educational reform, though it was not until the Education Act 1902
and 1918, which supported progressive educational thought and practice and providing
funding for ancillary services, that working-class children benefited “in any significant
way.”46 Despite the apparently haphazard application of these education reforms, it appears
that servants could be, and were, at least functionally literate. Country house employers have
expressed surprise over their staff’s academic accomplishments. The third Viscountess of
Hambledon (1904–1994), noted with amazement “how many of the staff could write the most
beautiful handwriting, with splendid spelling, having left school at twelve. They were also
articulate conversationalists.”47
Irrespective of whether these memoirists felt its benefits, the fact that they so
frequently discuss their schooling in relation to education reform is important; not because it
proves or disproves the reforms’ effectiveness, but because it reveals the degree to which
authorship among the working classes was still viewed as an eccentricity. Those servant
memoirists born in the nineteenth century in particular tend to preface their stories with an
explanation of how they gained the skills to write a memoir. William Lancely was born in
1854 and notes that he left school “before the year 1870, about which time the School Board
system became the law of the land.”48 Charles Dean was born in 1895 and recalled the state
of affairs as late as 1905, writing that he left school at “about ten or eleven, which I know
was before I should have.” Fortunately, “nobody seemed to notice or if they had it didn’t
worry them…”49 Charles Cooper, born circa 1870, describes writing his memoir as “rather a
rash decision for an illiterate man.”50 As there is no mention of a ghost writer, this is
potentially a moment of self-deprecating insecurity or bravado, and may not suggest that he
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was actually, illiterate. It may represent a moment of insecurity related to the position of
working-class autobiographers who did not necessarily possess confidence in the validity of
their life as a subject. Regenia Gagnier notes that “subjectivity–being a significant agent
worthy of the regard of others, a human subject as well as an individuated “ego,” or I for
oneself, distinct from others– was not a given” amongst working class memoirists.51 She also
observes that “most working-class autobiographies do not begin with a family lineage or a
birthdate, but rather with an apology for their author’s ordinariness…”52
As with any self-writing, tracing one’s education helps to position the writer in terms
of class and experience; important factors for engaging the reader’s interest and sympathies.
For working-class authors, who were far fewer in number, their early instruction and obvious
literacy, or lack thereof, may have served a voyeuristic purpose (peeping in at working-class
lives), or a benevolent purpose (providing feedback to the middle-class population regarding
the efficacy of universal education). Working class literacy was a fraught topic during the
late-Victorian period, and the education of the servant class in particular “became an
obsessive concern.” 53 Debates were frequently centred around “how this phenomenon might
be managed for the social good,” and channelled or moulded to prevent insurgency.54
Therefore, references to early education may have been an editorial choice, aiming at
congratulating a middle-class readership for supporting and funding with their taxes, the
education of the lower classes.55 Positive feedback of this kind may have served to allay
pervading concerns that the literacy of the lower classes was a waste of time and money, and
may even serve to corrupt should they access inappropriate reading materials. For example,
“Penny Dreadfuls,” the cheap and salacious adventure tales written for a newly literate,
lower-class market, were accused of inciting and increasing violent crimes.56 Particularly
during the last quarter of the century, “middle-class observers, with few exceptions, came to
exaggerate or distort the nature of popular reading so as to nurture due chagrin at the
disappointingly escapist fruits of a working-class literacy that they had themselves helped to
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nourish.”57 The life writing of country house servants, reflecting upon a life spent in gainful
employment and in which the authors both kept to, and were proud of their “station in life,”
offered a counterpoint to contemporary concerns surrounding working-class literacy.
Ultimately, as mentioned above, working-class authors were a novelty and as such their
uniqueness was exploited even as they produced their memoirs. Being able to stress to their
readership that not only was the content from personal experience, but also that the
expression was first-hand would presumably have enhanced a memoir’s authenticity.
Despite 1870 reforms being a potential contributor to the advent of the working-class
memoir, the most persistent influence on servant memoirs remains the early twentiethcentury context. Arguably, the impetus for the production of these memoirs was less an
increased access to education or changes to publishing, and more the increasingly urgent
sense that the country house was becoming an irrecoverably altered space, and service a
disappearing vocation. Thus, memoir writing is as much an attempt to capture a milieu as to
capitalise on an education. In 1932, butler Eric Horne was writing the final lines of his
second memoir in a fifth-floor attic room, in the vicinity of Mayfair.58 In this volume, he was
determined to preserve the rapidly disappearing expertise of the butler. He intended it as an
instructional manual for a disappearing way of life, writing that “unless the secrets of buttling
[were] put on record, the thread [would] be difficult to take up.”59 Around him, he saw the
gentry “selling or closing down their large houses, and herding in small flats, rooms over
shops, even in mews over stables,” 60 and those who still had a butler were “casting around
for a feasible excuse for getting rid of him.”61
Eric Horne’s intention to record the secret skills of “buttling” is ostensibly an act of
assurance for the next generation, assuming that the country house would regain its former
glory with the help of devoted servants. However, Horne’s acknowledgement that the
“thread” of country house service would be difficult to “take up” suggests that this volume
might be intended as both a manual, and a piece of nostalgia. Author of Useful Toil, John
Burnett proposes that “often there was a particular motivation behind such memoirs, most
commonly the author's belief that he [or she] had some important message for others which it
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was his [or her] duty to communicate.”62 In Horne’s case, his memoir takes shape within the
impending decline of the country house. Possibly, Horne hopes that his narrative, and those
of other country house servants, might one day prove useful as objects of historical interest,
or as manuals for revivification. Nevertheless, the rapidly changing world that caused these
memoirists to reflect on their servant occupations ought not to be over simplified. The decline
of the country house was by no means a consistent downward trajectory, and the memoirs
selected here serve multifarious purposes for their authors. These reasons might include
providing self-affirmation, or celebrating a once-important occupation. Each memoir, while
reacting to the changing social milieu of the first half of the twentieth century does so in
highly nuanced ways, depending on the experiences and intentions of its author.
After the initial surge in servants’ memoirs in the 1920s and 1930s, a circular pattern
begins to emerge, with servant memoirs prompting servant fiction, and this in turn creating a
demand for, and generating more servants’ memoirs. Historian Lucy Lethbridge notes a
correlation between the appearance of Margaret Powell’s, Jean Rennie’s and Winifred
Foley’s servant memoirs, and the success of the original Upstairs, Downstairs television
series, which “laid the template of our idea of below-stairs life.”63 Powell’s memoir was
published in 1968 and Rennie’s in 1955, once the “era of the country house servant had
assumed an anthropological distance.”64 Upstairs, Downstairs aired in 1971, and was partly
inspired by Powell’s memoir; she even worked as an historical advisor for the series.65 The
enormous popularity of Upstairs, Downstairs created both a demand for servants’ memoirs,
and suggested to servants that their stories were worth telling. Although descriptions of
service varied from the glamorous to the dreary, reflections upon life in service nevertheless
evoked the romance and luxury of the fading world of the English country house.
Subsequently, new memoirs by former servants appeared. In her second collection,
Gentlemen’s Gentlemen (1976), Rosina Harrison notes that the television series:
has given my life’s work a dignity and purpose that was not recognised before, and
has shown myself and my friends and colleagues as human, real and useful members
of society, a society that people today look back on partly with nostalgia and partly
because they can find little to look forward to.66
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Harrison’s comments are supported by a corresponding surge in servants’ memoirs around
this time: George Slingsby’s daughter published his memoir in 1984, Charles Smith
published in 1980, Peter Russell in 1982, and all of Harrison’s gentlemen were published in
1976. These memoirs, from the earliest with Horne, to those of the early twenty-first century,
have gone on to inform subsequent country house fiction.
A further example of where servants’ memoirs have informed and inspired modern
country-house fiction is Australian author Kate Morton’s 2007 novel, The House at Riverton.
The House at Riverton spans 1914 to 1924, and is narrated by Grace, a former country-house
servant. The novel was informed by early twentieth-century memoirs by lower- and upperclass authors alike. A range of upper-class memoirs helped shape Morton’s depiction of the
country-house family at the centre of the novel, as did pseudo-autobiographical novels such
as Nancy Mitford’s Love in a Cold Climate. Her selected references indicate that an oral
history, recorded by servant Esther Wesley and titled “Life Below Stairs at Gayhurst House”
influenced the construction of her servant-narrator.67 Perhaps more importantly, the novel
takes the form of an oral history delivered by the ninety-year-old Grace, who recalls the lead
up to, and the events at the fictional Riverton Manor in 1924. By imitating this form, Morton
is able to manipulate the elements of perspective, fragmentation, accuracy and honesty that
accompany memoir. It has not escaped the notice of modern creators of country house
narratives that servants, whose job is to “be seen but not heard, and be observant,”68 make for
effective narrators.
More recently, the return of the country house to the popular imagination in the form
of Julian Fellowes’s Downton Abbey (2010–2015) is partly due to the life-writing of country
house servants. In the editorial comments of Margaret Powell's Cookery Book (2013)69 Julian
Fellowes writes: “Powell was the first person outside my family to introduce me to that world
…I certainly owe her a great debt.”70 Without Powell’s memoir, Fellowes may not have
possessed the necessary insights to write the series. Servant memoirs also directly informed
the on-screen representation of country house servants. Downton Abbey actress Joanne
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Froggatt, who portrays Anna Bates née Smith, shaped her understanding of Anna’s social
milieu through contextual information drawn from writing by real servants. In an interview
comprising the bonus material of the Season One DVD, Froggatt says: “I watched quite a few
documentaries on the “time,” of the history and stuff like that, to give myself a little crash
course, and then I read a really good book called Keeping their Place, which was all about
servants, but it was servants’ personal letters and diary entries, and letters between servants
and their masters, and vice versa [that were my main sources].”71 The text Froggatt refers to
is Keeping Their Place: Domestic Service in the Country House 1700–1920 by Pamela
Sambrook.72 Sambrook draws on estate records, diaries and autobiographies to trace the
decline and fall of service over the aforementioned period. Drawing on this collection of true
accounts, Sambrook paints a vivid picture of country house servants’ working conditions,
their recreation and relationships with other servants, and the relationship between servants
and employers.73 The preservation of the servant experience in these collected writing
informed Joanne Froggatt’s understanding, and subsequent portrayal of, a country house
servant.
The commercial success of Downton Abbey renewed the demand for memoirs about
the Edwardian and interwar country houses. Re-printed editions are marketed with by-lines
such as, “If you love Downton, this is right up your street!”74 New editions of the works of
Margaret Powell, Mollie Moran, Flo Wadlow, Rosina Harrison and Eric Horne have been
printed since 2010 to cater to new audiences. Penguin publishers deliberately released newlymarketed editions of existing servant memoirs to coincide with the second series premiere of
Downton Abbey, with Penguin’s editor-in-chief and associate publisher, Stephen Morrison,
admitting, “We’re just riding that ‘Downton Abbey’ wave.”75 Following Downton’s success,
Westholme Publishing reissued Eric Horne’s memoir, What the Butler Winked At, in 2013,
and to date has completed three additional print runs.76 Contemporary fascination with the
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country house may also have led to the publication of social histories describing life in the
Victorian, Edwardian and interwar house. Non-fiction texts by Jeremy Musson (2009),77
Tessa Boase (2014),78 Sian Evans (2011)79 and Lucy Lethbridge (2013) all draw on this
wealth of autobiographical material as a primary source.80 In this manner, country house
servants’ memoirs have added to the accumulated textuality of the English country house,
and contributed to the survival, preservation and perpetuation of the ideal, informing novels,
television series, and social histories.
The emergence of a body of servants’ memoirs from the early twentieth century
onward helped facilitate a shift in literary representation of the country house ideal. From
conservative, traditional, and largely upper-class written and focused representations of the
country house, there has been an inclination toward more equitable depictions of the house
and its occupants. These balanced depictions are manifest in various forms and genres, such
as television serials, film, and historic fiction. The cultural conditions that led to the
publication of servants’ voices were also inextricably linked to the decline of the country
house. As the twenty-first century produces purely retrospective, often nostalgic
representations of a country house that no longer exists in living memory, servant voices and
representations form an increasingly central component of the genre.
Negotiating the Decline of the English Country House
The first half of the twentieth century saw a measurable decline in the numbers of English
country houses that continued to function as either private homes or as private homes run on
a pre-World War I scale. In the hundred years between 1874 and 1974 over a thousand
country houses were demolished. This conclusive statistic was brought to public attention by
the 1974 Victoria and Albert Museum exhibition, “The Destruction of the English Country
House,” which raised awareness of the loss of England’s cultural heritage and prompted the
rescue of many significant buildings.81 Further statistics illustrate the scale of the changes
taking place. After World War I, “between 1918 and 1922 a quarter of the land area of
England and Wales changed hands,”82 as landowners felt the effect of death duties and the
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agricultural depression. During and following World War II, “the number of properties
acquired by the National Trust accelerated,”83 as country house owners were increasingly
unable to support houses and estates.
Although inheritance tax was not a new form of taxation, the introduction of Estate
Duty as part of the 1894 Finance Act meant that it was not uncommon for estates to be
encumbered with two fines in quick succession, as heirs were killed during the world wars;
“mown down on the fields of Picardy or the beaches of Gallipoli,” and parents passed away.84
As discussed in relation to Sebastian in Vita Sackville-West’s The Edwardians, the heirs of
country estates were over-represented in the lists of casualties from World War I.85 For
example, by 1950, the Dukedom of Devonshire (which survives today) owed four fifths of
the value of their substantial estates and investments due to two family deaths in quick
succession.86 William Cavendish, the heir to the 10th Duke was killed in action in 1944, and
died childless. The elderly 10th Duke passed away in 1950, and the 11th Duke spent the better
part of two decades clearing the debt, which under Clement Atlee’s government had risen to
eighty percent of their combined estates’ value. In order to settle their debts, the family
surrendered Hardwick Hall in its entirety to the National Trust.87 There are a number of
sources that outline the disbandment and demolition of the country house in the twentieth
century. One text is the diary of country-house expert, James Lees-Milne, which was
published as Some Country Houses and Their Owners. The diary details his experiences
acquiring properties for the National Trust, for which he worked between 1936 and 1973.88
Lees-Milne’s role was to visit the owners of struggling houses and negotiate the handover of
their property to the Trust, if the house or estate possessed sufficient historical or
architectural value.
The damage caused by death duties to the country house was but one symptom of the
broader decline of the British aristocracy. David Cannadine’s comprehensive study of the
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changing fortunes of the aristocracy between the 1870s and the post-war period, The Decline
and Fall of the British Aristocracy, is an authoritative text that explores the social, economic
and political factors that reduced aristocratic or patrician primacy. Cannadine’s history begins
at a time when several of the servant memoirists encountered in this chapter, namely Eric
Horne, William Lancely, Charles Cooper, John James, and Frederick Gorst, were already
working in country houses. Cannadine suggests that the cumulative effects of trends which
began in the 1880s ultimately contributed to the “fall.” These included the dramatic
disintegration of the European agricultural economy, one cause of which was the influx of
cheap goods from the Americas and Australia from the 1880’s onward.89 In Britain, “the
world-wide collapse in agricultural prices meant that estate rentals fell dramatically, and that
land values plummeted correspondingly.”90 In the political sphere, the Third Reform Act
1884 (now known as the Representation of the People Act) saw an increase in men’s
suffrage, with all landowners or tenants worth £10 per year getting the vote, and although
40% of adult males were still without the vote, this Act contributed to shifting power from an
elite few to the majority. The sentiment behind this act was perhaps fully realised in 1999
with Tony Blair’s House of Lords Act, which curtailed the right of peers to inherit seats in
the House of Lords, and therefore, to act as unelected representatives of the people. These are
merely two examples of the complex disintegration of the relationship between inherited
land-ownership and power, which saw the English country house decline as a centre of
political and economic power. This brief summary offers a surface understanding of the
complex political history behind the decline of the country house. It presents a context
against which to position the memoirs examined in this chapter, and contextualises a decline,
which, in memoirs, is frequently discussed in terms of reduced staff numbers or growing
discontent amongst the working classes.
The decline of the English country house and its attendant paternalistic, feudal values
is a fraught but ubiquitous theme that runs through these memoirs: some celebrate the decline
of a biased system, and others lament the loss of a symbiotic, hierarchic community. It is
important to note that despite the common trajectory already noted in the establishment of
each memoir’s premise, no homogenous view of the period emerges from this body of work.
Rather, these varied and occasionally contradictory perspectives on the decline of country
house service constitute a prismatic and diverse account of the age. The focus of these
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country house servant memoirists is largely insular; they view the world through the lens of
the country house world and their lives within it. The effects of the two world wars are
referred to with regularity, but scant reference is made to the aforementioned economic and
political developments.
Against this backdrop of demolition and disassembly, the English country house is
described as a casualty of modernity in both memoir and literature. For example, the loss of
the Edwardian house dominates the work of Vita Sackville-West, where the remembered
space of the country house is inseparable from the servants who support it. Memoirs of
upper-class country house occupants, whose lives spanned this critical period, also recall the
irreversible loss of the country house and its servants. As mentioned previously, Cynthia
Asquith laments that “scarcely one of those houses of which I have so many happy memories
now survives as a home.”91 Upper-middle-class writer and social reformer, Violet Markham
(1872–1959), grew up in a house with a full staff including a butler, and comments on the
decline of service as a profession, writing that “[the] First World War shattered the old
system: the second swept its remnants into limbo and left the owners of large houses… to do
their own work and to cook their own food.”92 Lady Phyllis MacRae (1899–1990) writes of
the struggle to return to the Edwardian height of the country house: “Between the two wars,
everyone was trying to return to the old days before 1914. But nobody could get back… those
who had been there before the War had found out that the great big world was much more
amusing than being a footman.”93
The prevailing mood captured by Asquith, Markham and MacRae is one against
which the country-house servant memoir can be positioned. They identify a clear decline
beginning during the First World War, and reaching its conclusion during or after the Second
World War. MacRae’s comment also aligns with a trend observed throughout the selected
memoirs, which profess differing opinions about the decline of the country house. MacRae
seems to suggest that while some groups preferred the pre-war way of life, others found
newly available career options more compelling than service. For women in particular, social
changes caused by World War One expanded their employment options: as will be discussed,
the later, female memoirists typically do not regret the passing of service as a common
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profession. Many of the memoirists who entered service after 1930 openly recognised it as a
profession in decline. Mollie Moran worked in service from 1930 until her marriage in 1938,
and found that “the trends that began the decline in service from World War I were
accelerated by World War II, but in a more pronounced and permanent way.”94 Writing in
1944, servant Albert Thomas agreed that “the old principles of life have been upset to such an
extent that no one has a taste for domestic service anymore. Not many want to accept a post
to-day under present conditions.”95 Jean Rennie was born in 1904 and entered service in
1924. She viewed it as a sixteen-year prison sentence, the only alternative to starvation in
Glasgow during the Depression.96 Charles Smith was born in 1908 and entered service in
1922, ending his career as valet and butler to Louis Mountbatten in 1979. Smith “never
considered that there was anything demeaning in being in service; the application of a
butler’s duties required a certain art, skill and patience.”97 Nevertheless, his awareness of the
“demeaning” stereotype is indicative of negative contemporary attitudes toward country
house service, and the very combination of the roles of “valet” and “butler”, which were
formerly distinct positions within the hierarchy of staff, is indicative of the decline in country
house service.
For some of the earlier memoirists, particularly those whose careers ended soon after
World War I, change was not always easily negotiated, or even accepted. William Lancely,
born circa 1855, was a successful career servant who retired just after World War I as royal
house steward to the Duke of Connaught. He recognised that “The Great War undoubtedly
upset service,” and quite reasonably attributed slipping standards to the fact that young
people had not had the opportunity for proper training during the war years.98 Charles
Cooper, born circa 1870, also saw the war as a disruptive event, for “young fellows had had
no chance of a training during those dreadful years.”99 Conversely, William Lancely
anticipated the reinstatement of a traditional hierarchy, and mistakenly imagined it would
only take a few years for country house service to return to its previous status, writing: “Time
can only remedy this, and employers, I fear, will have to put up with the inconvenience for a
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few years longer. It will right itself.”100 Lancely’s choice of the word “remedy” is suggestive
of an illness or problem, rather than the natural evolution of societal arrangements. The
“inconvenience” he fears, suggests that he finds minor imposition to employers more
problematic than the plight of a generation longing to escape service. By the 1920s, service
was becoming an unattractive career option (“What young woman wanted to work long hours
as a scullery maid when she could get paid more and work fewer hours in an office?”),101 and
many young people were choosing to work in other industries if they could.102
World War I is viewed by several servant memoirists as a watershed moment, after
which standards of service in the country house began to diminish. Several, like Edwin Lee,
attribute this to the working classes’ higher, but unmet, expectations after World War I.
Others did not wish to return to service. Albert Thomas was a butler who entered service
before 1914, fought in France, and found “the war had made [him] pretty reckless,” writing;
“It had caused a quiet-living domestic servant to turn into a more or less murderous, devilmay-care sort of man who had nothing to do.”103 Thomas did eventually return to service,
although not before seriously considering joining the “Black and Tans” during the Irish War
of Independence (1916–1921).
In spite of the impression that the war caused a cataclysmic shift, it would be a
mistake to view 1914 (or 1918) as the year the English country house disappeared. Change
was gradual, and varied greatly between establishments. Charles Dean, who worked for the
Astor family, was perhaps more in touch with the prevailing sentiment after 1918, and notes
that while there “was a smell of socialism in the air,” the hierarchic structures within the
country house were not going to crumble overnight, for “the upper classes were determined
that things should be as they had been.” 104 Dean was also pragmatic about employment
opportunities, recognizing that with the economic downturn and high unemployment after the
war, servants “would be forced to dance to their [employers’] tune.”105 In some houses, such
as Cliveden, pre-war standards were maintained until the late 1930s, after which period a
fifty-strong staff was no longer needed.
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The difficulty with which some Victorian and Edwardian memoirists negotiate the
post-World War I shift seems to be a result of their political outlook, which frequently aligns
with that of their employers. Lancely’s position can be explained by the fact that he built his
career on the tenets of stratified, hierarchical society and “[seems] to adopt the perspectives
of his employers.”106 It was not uncommon for upper servants to identify more closely with
their employers than with their fellow members of the working classes, in the sense that they
believed in the absolute moral and cultural superiority of aristocratic employers, and had
often internalised the landed classes’ status-placement system. As suggested earlier in
relation to the fictional Mrs Wickenden and Vigeon of Chevron, these upper servants had
more to lose by resisting the system and plenty to gain by internalising it. According to these
considerations, Lucy Lethbridge suggests that “those who worked in big country houses were
deeply conservative, nostalgic even, maintaining a high respect for the social divisions… that
underpinned it.”107 Jessica Gerard, too, notes that some servants could adopt the same
political views as their employers, citing one long serving coachman [time period not
specified, place of work given only as “Newnham”] who asserted, “We was always Whigs,108
we was!”109 When Charles Dean’s employer, Lady Alice Astor, daughter of Nancy Astor,
remarried, he chose to leave because working for her new husband, an ex-editor of
Communist newspaper the Daily Worker, was “not something [he] was prepared to
consider.”110 By identifying with the various ideologies that underpinned the social structure
of the country house, servants could become genuinely invested, both personally and
professionally, in its survival. Certainly, the memoirs of both William Lancely and Charles
Cooper “offer serious defences of the dignities and advantages of a life in service,” and “tend
to be nostalgic, and even defensive, about the honors and rewards of domestic service.”111
Despite its occasional naivety, moments of inadvertent disclosure, and paradoxical
claims, Eric Horne’s first memoir is among the more complex and nuanced of the selected
memoirs. It balances Horne’s competing priorities with his struggle to believe in some form
of the country house ideal in order to validate his life’s achievements. The concrete events of
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Horne’s life were that he entered service because his family could not afford an
apprenticeship. Horne always felt the injustice of this because it relegated him to a life spent
without a trade or skill: “I hated the thought of gentleman’s service, but that was the only
game I knew how to play properly.”112 He left service briefly to work as a railway porter,
nearly losing his arm, and resigned when he heard he would be sent to a quiet, country
posting. Following this period in the outside world, he returned to service. Horne rose to the
rank of butler, but economic downturn during World War I, combined with his age, ended his
career. He attempted to become a London taxi driver, but when the younger men returned
from the front, he was once again out of a job. In his old age, he survived on a pension, and
lived in London. His memoir captures the struggle to find a sense of self-worth and personal
achievement in a profession to which he fundamentally objected, but which offered a
practicable option. It could be argued that Horne’s situation forms a prototype for Julian
Fellowes’s character, Thomas Barrow, whose similarly thwarted ambitions were mentioned
earlier in this thesis.
Of the memoirs selected here, Horne’s 1923 memoir What the Butler Winked At
covers the earliest time period and was first to be published. Yet, it contains the strongest
anti-establishment sentiment. This is unusual for a memoirist who worked in a Victorian
country house. Horne is openly critical of the British class system and its inherent
inequalities, denigrating the behaviour and intelligence of the aristocratic classes, and
criticising the system of inherited wealth. In spite of this ideological position, Horne also
regrets the passing of the world of his youth, finding newly-moneyed country house owners
distasteful and lacking the few qualities which made service worthwhile, such as style and
generosity. A sort of disconnect occurs between Horne’s status as a retired, “reveal-all”
memoirist, and his former status as a butler who spent his life upholding that which he now
professes to despise. Moments of paradox occur throughout his memoir, revealing personal
conflict around the disappearance of the symbiotic, country house community, the people and
practices he esteemed, and his own ideological position.
The opening lines of Horne’s memoir are a fitting introduction for a text, the three
central themes of which are the decline of a hierarchic and paternalistic society after World
War I, the functional decline of the country house, and the disappearance of service as a
profession and way of life:
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Now that Old England is cracking up, as far as the Nobility is concerned, who are
selling their estates, castles, and large houses, which are being turned into schools,
museums, hospitals, homes for weak-minded– things entirely different from what
they were built for–it seems a pity that the old usages and traditions of gentleman’s
service should die with the old places, where so many high jinks and junketings have
been carried on in the old days, now gone for ever [sic].113
In this opening paragraph, Horne regrets the deterioration of the country house, and is
nostalgic for a time when gentlemen’s service offered certain perquisites or consolations
connected to the country house lifestyle. However, throughout his memoir he also celebrates
the disintegration of the social hierarchies that facilitated service and ensured his entrapment
in the occupation. It seems he simultaneously regrets the passing of the old days and
welcomes a world when the working classes will not be required to subject themselves.
In her study of nineteenth-century, working-class, male autobiographical writing,
Ying Lee describes Eric Horne as presenting himself as a “clever, dissatisfied, largely
unrepentant rogue whose wit and intelligence better suited [him] to manly independence than
the humiliations of service.”114 Horne makes it clear that service was forced upon him due to
his family’s poverty and inability to pay his apprenticeship fees:
I often wished I had a trade, making something, or doing something, and only being
paid by results. Any fool could learn to be a servant, providing he had no spirit or will
of his own, and did what he was told, and be meek, humble, submissive. Although I
have lived in the service of some of the best families in the land (how near I got to
being the King’s butler my tale will unfold), I consider my life to have been simply
thrown away, wasted.115
Horne describes himself as an able and intelligent young man, “strong and healthy as a young
bull,”116 who did not identify with the “servants at the registry offices, waiting to be hired, all
looking so meek and humble…”117 His memoirs convey the impression that Horne was
somehow “above” service, that he might have achieved more in life given a better start. This
may stem from his internalising the common contemporary perception that servants were
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somehow other, or lesser; a “despised species.”118 In order to find value in himself, he needs
to view service, and specifically service to the country house and its occupants, as a
worthwhile institution to which to have devoted his life.
Although Horne may have felt that service was a second-rate profession, he
nevertheless notes the sad decline of service as an institution in the 1920s: “It is no
exaggeration in saying that gentleman’s service has “gone to the dogs. All ‘Esprit de Corps’
of the profession died years ago.”119 He notes that in the 1920s “there was no pride in
wearing the liveries of this or that high family as in the old days. Things were deteriorating
into a mere scrabble…”120 Service was losing a sense of worth and integrity. In his view,
service had declined even in terms of the physical attributes of country house staff: where in
the “olden times,” the butler had been “a fine, plump, old fellow, with a self-satisfied smile
on his face, and a smile of welcome for you,” he had become a “pale and emetic… fellow
with a look on his face that one would expect to see on the face of a hunted fox, or other
animal.”121 This particular comparison is interesting: the plump butler is clearly well fed and
happy with his lot. The perquisites of country house service are evidently in full flow.122 The
latter is underfed and thin, relegated to the status of an animal. The days have gone when “the
butler did no manual work, he only superintended the men, the work was all done for him.”123
Horne’s pale, emetic fellow would likely have occupied a combined role of butler, under
butler, valet and footman. Herein lays one of the complexities at the heart of Horne’s
memoir. Although he intimates that service was a waste of his time, he is simultaneously
nostalgic for gentleman’s service, portraying it as a formerly respectable institution replete
with “old usages and traditions.”124 Possibly, by suggesting that country house service had
once been a more honourable occupation, Horne may be able to validate his own
participation in it.
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There is clear streak of egalitarianism running through Horne’s memoir, as he refuses
to respect individuals based simply on their good fortune to be well-born. Perhaps it derives
from personal bitterness, perhaps an instinctive, if not explicitly articulated rejection of the
class system. In any case, Horne was not enamoured of the country house aristocrat as a type,
and makes it clear from the outset that he will not respect people simply because they are
gentry. “It requires the temper of an angel to take the insults of some of the gentry,”125 even
suggesting that in severe cases, “some of them ought to be baked.”126 He knew of “several
gentry that has [sic] no more brains than a rabbit… and have never had occasion to use
them.”127 Often reverting to fable-style passages, he casts the archetypal aristocrat as a noncontributing drain on society, and the working classes as an ascending group:
A year or so after the great war a certain lady of prominence wrote an article saying
the poor were behaving as though they were the cream of the land, whereas they were
only the scum. I should like to ask her which is the scum: the busy bee who gathers
the honey, or the drone who brings no honey to the hive? For she certainly belongs to
the latter class, who lives on what the workers produce, directly or indirectly.128
These ideas may have been fuelled by the sense that the credibility of the upper-classes had
been destroyed during World War I. People had lost confidence in the automatic aptitude of
the upper classes to rule, particularly following the mismanagement of the Boer War and the
calumny of the First World War.129 These rumblings culminated in the election of the first
Labour Government in 1924, just one year after the publication of Horne’s memoir. In the
final chapter of Horne’s memoir, he strings together several parables in the style of Robert
Tressell’s The Ragged-Trousered Philanthropists (1914), including that about the “certain
lady of prominence” above. While these passages appear somewhat disjointed, all seem to
advocate meritocracy and progression, questioning the assumption that high status equates to
elevated morals or abilities. All imply that the aristocracy are greedy, and view servants as a
resource to be used up then thrown away.
Although Horne’s writing is broadly critical of the upper-classes, this contrasts with
moments of nostalgia and genuine respect or affection for the families he has served. Of one
employer, who he refers to as “Sir Cayenne” on account of his hot temper and peppery
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language, he writes; “For, though he was such a spitfire, there was something about him one
could not help liking. He was a good sport, and he played the game.”130 Horne also refers to
his tenure with a royal Russian family, who were “such nice people to their servants that,
could I have afforded to do it, I would have worked for them for nothing.”131 They already
owed him a year’s pay when he finally resigned. He describes the gentry as a group in quite
different terms to the individual employers. These contrasts suggest that while Horne might
have questioned the inherent inequalities of a nepotistic system, he could not help forming
genuine relationships with individual employers.
While the opening pages of his memoir are explicitly reproachful of the gentry as a
group, he goes on to distinguish between the different types of landowners. This suggests that
Horne possesses an innate understanding of what constitutes an ideal country house owner;
for Horne, they seem to be qualities surrounding continuity and tradition. Horne derides new
country house owners, particularly those who profited during the war:
The newly rich, who filled their pockets while Tommy was fighting– many of them
have bought these fine old estates– are a poor substitute for the real thing. All their
doings will be a sham, a poor substitute. You cannot make a silk purse out of a souced
[sic] mackerel, neither will they command the same respect.132
Their unsuitability lies in their newness. Horne feels that these new owners possess no sense
of tradition or awareness of the duties and responsibilities associated with aristocratic land
ownership. Conversely, Horne recognises when aristocratic employers fail to uphold their
role in the symbiotic community of the country estate. He makes note of one lord’s failure,
who he sarcastically dubs “Noble Lord,” to uphold the ideals of aristocratic land
management:
Everybody seemed to hate the sight of this Noble Lord. In the village, which belonged
to him, the inhabitants never used to touch their hats to him; in fact, never looked at
him, or ever had a good word for him. The houses were old and out of repair, the
farms also; they could not get repairs done. One thing he did not forget was to collect
the rents punctually. Servants were treated by him as though they were a lower order
of beings simply sent for his use and convenience.133
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This “Noble Lord” shirks his duties as leader of a community, abuses the reciprocal system
and subverts it for his personal benefit. He thus fails to meet the widely-understood template
of an ideal country house landowner. Horne also recalls working for a squire, styled “Sir
Grizel de Bluster,” who physically abused his staff; “This man (I can’t call him a gentleman)
because he had plenty of money, thought he could have everything he wanted, and no one
dare deny him.”134 The parenthesised “(I can’t call him a gentleman)” indicates that Horne
makes a distinction between breeding and behaviour: a man may be a lord, but if he does not
conduct himself in a manner befitting his privileged position, he is not a gentleman, nor does
he meet the ideal of the benevolent, generous or supportive landowner.
In the passage below, Horne compares the country estate fifty years prior with that of
1920, specifically noting the disintegration of the enclosed, stable and symbiotic country
house community. This passage may appear to be a standard comparison between “the good
old days” and the evils of the present day, as appears in other memoirs, but its reflexive
contradiction is of interest:
Fifty years ago, a Lord of the Manor, or a member of the Nobility, was a little tin god
on his estate in the country; the people touched their hats to him, or his lady; they
looked up to them for advice or help in times of trouble– the villiage [sic] people
generally living in the same houses all their lives; so that their affairs were known to
the people at the Big House. Not so now; people are here today and gone tomorrow,
are better educated, can think for themselves, and generally only for themselves. No
respect is shown when passing each other in the road; the lord in his car would
perhaps prefer to run down some of his own villiagers[sic]; for class hatred is growing
fast; the gulf between rich and poor gets wider and wider, servants seldom remain in
one place long enough, even if their employers were so disposed, to take any interest
in them.135 [Emphasis added].
This passage can be separated into two sections, divided by the phrase, “not so now.” The
first half represents a vanished ideal, the second, Horne’s present unease. Horne’s veneration
of the Edwardian past is somewhat unsettled, disrupted by insidious hints such as “little tin
god,” which offers connotations of arrogance, conceit, and pettiness on the part of
landowners. The sense of surveillance in the phrase “their affairs were known to the people in
the Big House” could go both ways: it speaks of charity and kindly assistance, but also of
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control and judgement. As explored momentarily, charitable ladies enacting the “Lady
Bountiful” role could be “arrogant and autocratic” as well as a boon to the poorest
residents.136 Horne’s suggestion that increased education caused selfishness and the
disintegration of community is unusual, given his earlier articulated stance surrounding his
missed educational opportunities.
Eric Horne’s memoir offers an equivocal account of the decline of the English
country house after World War I. Horne felt forced into the career of service, and this
memoir may be part of his process of coming to terms with how his life was spent. The fact
that he never wished to enter service and found it an unrewarding career is inconsistent with
his disappointment at its decline. It is not surprising perhaps, that a person who dedicated
their entire career to the maintenance of certain standards should be disappointed to see those
standards falling in the custody of the next generation. Horne’s memoir would benefit from
further inspection, given time and scope, as it is an unusual and complex example of servant
writing. Despite its apparent simplicity (conveyed primarily through archaic and often
incorrect spelling, or use of unusual idiomatic phrases) the memoir is conflicted in various
interesting ways, and is highly commensurate with the contemporary servant experience.
Horne’s ego is a driving force throughout the text, and it seems he never entirely devotes
himself to the country house ideal. It is a concept that is external to him, one against which he
measures his employers or his professional achievements, but in which he never fully invests.
He presents himself as perpetually aloof, an outsider, and not quite like the other servants;
possibly he sees the ideal as a marker against which he measures himself. Most poignantly,
Horne’s memoir reveals an innate understanding of the country house ideal: it should be a
place governed by ancient aristocratic principles inherited rather than bought, it should be a
place that employees are honoured to support. Horne’s disappointment at the shortfall is
tangible, and a reminder that the ideal is not always met, however strongly it may exist in the
imagination.
Defending the Feudal Community
In earlier chapters, this thesis has suggested that the presence of servants in fictional country
house texts is vital, due to the ideal’s insistence upon a symbiotic, mutually dependent
community. Before having read any large number of servant memoirs, it seemed likely that
this assertion of a mutually beneficial society was nothing more than a convenient narrative
136

Jessica Gerard, “Lady Bountiful: Women of the Landed Classes and Rural
Philanthropy,” Victorian Studies 30, vol. 2 (1987): 200.
177

told by the landowners, who relied on cheap labour to work their land and maintain their
stately homes. Considering this relationship from a twenty-first century perspective resulted
in an immediate assumption that all servants must have been miserable, exploited, and
despised their employers. If they did not, then they had clearly been indoctrinated since birth
to “know their place” and unquestioningly keep it. However, this line of thinking was soon
discredited on several counts: by the number of memoirists who did indeed support a
symbiotic arrangement, and by those who asserted their own independence while working
within that system. To discount the views of real servants or to assume an element of
indoctrination is enormously arrogant, and applies a revisionist, twenty-first century outlook
around class, democracy and inherited power to an early twentieth-century context. Rosen
warns against seeking to “help ‘recover’ submerged narratives of violence and oppression”137
in relation to minor characters: there need not always be a political motive in the illumination
of their stories. It is impossible to redress historical inequalities by re-writing fiction, and in
any case, those perceived inequalities may not have been recognised as such during the
period in question.
Certainly, some memoirists, particularly those born after 1914, despised the disparity
of wealth between servants and employers. Jean Rennie recalls cooking “quails to be stuffed
and put in aspic- quails at six shillings each”, which cost the same as the six shillings a week
her sister received from the Labour Exchange, to keep herself and their mother. “To say I was
sick at heart is too mild,”138 she writes. Rancour toward the country house system did exist.
Although Jean Rennie describes herself as a very happy person, she also writes of her time in
service, that: “The bitterness went deep- so deep, that it will never really go.”139 However,
Rennie herself admits she “got the tail-end of an era when a domestic servant was something
that crawled out of the nearest drainpipe,” and when “cooking was considered ‘low.’”140 Had
she been employed in a large country house, rather than the occasional country house
interspersed with country residences and metropolitan households, she may have experienced
a different variety of service. She admits that her time with the Duke and Duchess of
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Roxburghe “were to be the happiest and most rewarding of [her] career,”141 due in part to the
learning opportunities and the perquisites.
Notwithstanding Rennie’s experiences, it seems that many servants who worked in
large (and often aristocratic) country houses derived a sense of belonging, professional
satisfaction and personal achievement. Some servant memoirists defend the institution in
which they lived and worked: it would seem that by the act of writing, historic servants
retrospectively uphold the ideal by insisting on the functionality and indeed, superiority of its
stipulated system of mutual interdependence. By discussing aspects of the country house that
they valued, servant memoirists identify aspects of the ideal that remained relevant in the first
half of the twentieth century. By doing so, they provide another representation of the country
house ideal, and contribute to the varied textual landscape surrounding it.
Rosina Harrison, George Slingsby, William Lancely and Charles Cooper all support
the tenet, long since vanished, of an interdependent country house community where all
members have a part to play in maintaining the estate, and as a result, can expect to be
supported by the estate in return. By insisting upon the existence of this arrangement, upon its
value to the people who encountered it, and upon its efficiency as a support network, they
retrospectively champion this particular aspect of the country house ideal. Undoubtedly, it is
an aspect of country house life that needed championing: the arrangement whereby career
servants gained protection and patronage attracted criticism from contemporary workingclass people who viewed the practice as “propping up a hated system of privilege and
dependency.”142
When it worked well, the arrangement resembled the relationship that SackvilleWest’s character, Sebastian, enjoys with his tenants at Chevron. In this understanding, roofs
are fixed and wood is provided, and the recipients of this largesse are both grateful, and feel
they have earned it in return for loyalty. Unfortunately, this arrangement tended to rely upon
the temperament of the landowner; literally, their “good grace.” Country house servant
George Slingsby grew up on the estate of the Bridgeman Simpson family, who lived at
Babworth Hall in Retford. The Squire “was a strict master.”143 Slingsby recalled that:
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great respect had to be shown to the Squire and his family at all times, and whenever
anyone from the Hall was encountered, the women dropped a curtsy, while the
menfolk stood cap in hand until the gentry were out of sight.144
Under the reign of this squire, children were “belted for the slightest mischief,” as parents
would be held responsible for the misconduct of their children.145 If “the Squire’s anger was
sufficiently roused,” entire families could be “expelled from the estate, and in that event they
were unlikely to find employment elsewhere.”146 Fortunately, Babworth Hall was purchased
by the Whitaker family in the l890s, when George was a young boy.147 The new Colonel, Sir
Edward Albert Whitaker (1869–1945) undertook his duties as landowner more benevolently:
[He] improved the standard of living of those working on the estate. He raised their
very low wages a little and allowed each family a quart of free milk from the home
farm each day. He patched their leaky roofs, and generally made such structural
repairs as he considered necessary. He even allotted a plot of ground near the old
church to serve as a cemetery, not only for himself and his family, but for his loyal
retainers as well.148
Where the former squire fostered an atmosphere of one-sided respect, demanding
subservience and obeisance, the new Colonel adopted a more balanced approach that
acknowledged the contribution of his retainers, tenants and estate workers. There is a clear
distinction made here, as with Eric Horne’s writing, between the selfish, autocratic landowner
and the benevolent lord belonging to the ideal.
Another aspect of this supportive community was the notional figure of “Lady
Bountiful.” The term refers to the ubiquitous practice of feminine charity, usually carried out
by the lady of the house, or her daughters.149 Characteristically, these “Ladies Bountiful”
would organise entertainment and fundraising events; assist local schools, health centres, and
churches; arrange for speakers to visit local groups; and, help the sick and needy. In many
cases, there was a genuine relationship of care and gratitude between landowners and estate
workers. The late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century was still a time when “most
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accepted and believed in the social system, internalizing feelings of obligation and
dependence, and became instinctively deferential.”150 William Lancely recalls that the
Duchess of Connaught spent “most of her time amongst the cottagers, her Orphanage proving
a great boon to the estate.” 151 She did an immense amount of good work in the district, which
most notably, was carried out anonymously. Lancely explains: “This is charity without
patronage that makes you feel it is not charity, but a real fellow-feeling and a desire to help a
less-fortunate individual in adversity.”152
The practice lingered well into the twentieth century. Bert May was the son of the
Fitzwilliam family’s butler at Wentworth in South Yorkshire. In the 1930s, at the height of
the Depression, Lady Maud Fitzwilliam was said to have reassured a local woman by saying,
“I’ll slay the last bullock in Wentworth before the children should want.”153 Bert goes on to
say: “We called her Lady Bountiful… it was said without a trace of irony.”154 This
arrangement also had the potential for misapplication: the other end of the spectrum saw
overbearing dowagers inspecting cooking pots, babies, and curtain material to confirm
correct domestic procedures, which could foster attitudes of resentment. Memoirist Flo
Wadlow was born in 1912, and recalled a lack of awareness on behalf of Lady Leicester, who
used to infuriate her mother, “because she nearly always used to come in when we were
having our tea.”155 Observing their meagre repast, she would say, “Oh, you have far more to
eat for your tea that I do.” Wadlow remarked “Of course we did, because that was our main
meal and she’d have her dinner afterwards, wouldn’t she?”156
Historian Jessica Gerard aligns the practice of “Lady Bountiful” with a pre-industrial
model; one that was established in the Middle Ages and subsequently absorbed the values of
paternalism. Thus, the practice contributes to the sense that remnants of a feudal community
endured on the country estate. For many landowners, the idea of “Lady Bountiful” was
synonymous with the notion that the landed classes were naturally the best suited to manage
resources and the wellbeing of their employees or tenants. Connected, is the concept of
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noblesse oblige, which helped justify the enormous disparity of wealth between landowners
and tenants. The ideals of paternalism, “Lady Bountiful” and noblesse oblige all:
assumed that the authoritarian, hierarchical, and organic community of the past, still
found on landed estates, was the ideal model for society. Stability and order could be
achieved only in small spheres where everyone knew each other, linked by bonds of
authority and deference, and by well-defined rights and duties.157
This summation of “Lady Bountiful” links directly back to the country house ideal, defined in
the introductory chapter and signposted in Chapter Two, whereby the country house
community is inward looking, managed by values of loyalty, deference, duty or authority,
rather than by external laws, and where everybody had a distinct role to play.
While this arrangement of deference and duty may not have been perfect, the
alternative was not always preferable. After World War I, many households reduced their
staff, and when George Slingsby lost his place as valet, he found himself beginning “a life
where he would be footing the bills instead of Sir Frederick, a life in which he would be his
own master, but with all the responsibility that goes with it.”158 For Slingsby, this was the
beginning of a period of his life marked by unemployment, poverty and hardship, more than
he ever experienced while in service. His biographer, Nina Slingsby writes; “All those who
talk glibly about servants in bondage and having their freedom would have received some
curt answers from George that day.”159 It is clear that while employers may have demanded
deference and loyalty, the country house environment also offered financial support, and a
sense of community for its members.
Servant memoirists often discuss the ideal of a symbiotic community in relation to
illness and old age, as many country houses provided respite medical aid, pensions, or
housing for elderly retainers, and there was an ensuing sense that those who devoted their life
to supporting the country house, could be expected to be supported by the estate in their old
age. This was particularly true of larger houses, where medical support was often available
on site, and long-term servants could expect to enjoy a secure retirement. In aristocratic
households, where older and more comfortable understandings of reciprocal contribution and
loyalty existed, retired servants abounded. There was an acknowledgement that the country
house provided employment and charity for the very people without whose labour it would
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not be possible to maintain the house, estate, or associated lifestyle. George Slingsby
designates “Welbeck, Rufford and Osberton” as houses of “importance” whose owners “had
no need to starve or ill-treat their servants, and often provided work where no other was
available.”160 Welbeck Abbey was a monastery that passed into private hands after the
dissolution, then was converted into a country house by the Cavendish family, before
becoming the seat of the Earls of Portland in the eighteenth century. Slingsby worked for the
sixth Duke and Duchess of Portland, and recalled that “most of their staff had a job for life,
were well cared for in the estate’s own hospital block when they were ill, and at such times
nothing was deducted from their wages.”161 Support and respect for their staff, “at a time
when the working classes had no privileges,”162 was highly valued, particularly when no
support, beyond the workhouse, was offered from the state. Possibly, the disappearance of
this arrangement of mutual duty and support, rather than the loss of the country house itself,
was the most difficult aspect for servants to negotiate.
In 1908, Lloyd George’s Liberal government passed the Old-Age Pensions Act,
which came into effect in January 1909, and paid a weekly pension of five shillings to people
over seventy.163 The scheme was initially run through the post office, rather than the parish or
the Poor Law, to reduce the stigma associated with welfare. With the introduction of a more
centralised system, it was intended that the quasi-feudalistic practices of keeping old retainers
would slide into obsolescence. Yet, for some, the country house community continued to
offer a sense of stability and belonging. Albert Thomas considered the advent of organized
healthcare to have contributed to the dismantling of the reciprocal relationship between
employers and servants: “The health insurance [1911 Unemployment Insurance Act] and the
children’s clinics, however excellent as institutions, have killed off the personal touch
between the Quality and the poor and needy.”164
It is worth noting that the early-twentieth century was not the only period to see
society waver between a system of paternalistic benevolence and a more institutionalised
form of charity or welfare. In a study of Henry Fielding’s Joseph Andrews (1742),
Christopher Parkes identifies a nation poised between the former system of noblesse oblige,
and a nation-wide, charitable initiative in the form of “the workhouse.” While explaining the
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eighteenth-century requirement for better Poor Laws, Parkes states that the “country-house
ideal is present” when an estate is seen to form “the economic and moral centre of the
community.”165 Parkes’s observations belie the simplistic view that the “decline of the
country house” was a singular event that occurred between 1914 and 1945. In reality, the
practice of enclosure of common lands was a key development linking the early modern and
the later periods, and which was responsible for enlarging estates and altering relations
between owners and local people into a less paternalistic configuration. Numerous reforms
relating to enclosures and poor laws were passed between the seventeenth and twentieth
centuries, which saw the irreversible transformation of the English landscape, particularly in
terms of a shift from a feudal to a capitalist model.166
A century after Henry Fielding was writing, the Poor Law Amendment Act 1834 was
introduced in response to a surplus of landless labourers who were a product of the recent
enclosures. The 1834 reforms made the prospect of parish relief (i.e. the workhouse) so
unappealing as to render it a last resort for only the truly destitute. Since enclosure
movements and poor laws are economically linked to agriculture, they are not an aspect of
estate ownership typically featured in the pastoral, literary tradition. A separate study of
enclosure and land management could be made with reference to poems such as “To
Penshurst” (whose walls, though they “be of the countrey stone, They’are rear’d with no
mans ruine, no mans grone”)167 or Oliver Goldsmith’s “The Deserted Village.” References to
agriculture appear occasionally in texts set in the twentieth century, usually post-war, when
the successful harnessing of arable land could equate to the survival of an estate. This theme
is explored in Downton Abbey when the estate must adapt after World War One, and is
referred to obliquely in Brideshead Revisited when Rex mentions the Flytes’ failure to make
their wealth work for them. The relationship between these developments, and the role of
historic country house owners within that relief system, could form the topic of a separate
study. The ways in which that role may have filtered through to literary depictions or cultural
perceptions of the ideal might be very interesting indeed. Quite possibly, the shift from a
common land arrangement toward an enclosed estate may have cemented the control of
landowners in dispensing charity, and reinforced the necessity of their role as a generous
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benefactor, when in fact the former, perhaps more genuinely symbiotic community may have
distributed resources more equally (albeit within a feudal hierarchy). In short, the enclosures
and poor laws that created a landless underclass may also have created the “little tin God” 168
figure of the benevolent landowner. This is of course pure speculation, and at present, there is
not the space to examine individual pieces of legislation or their effects within very specific
contexts across four centuries. Nevertheless, Parke’s assertion about the ideal being present
when a country house forms the hub of a benevolent community indicates that the ideal did
survive the social shifts of the 1740’s. Indeed, we know it to have survived a great many
subsequent shifts, allowing the English country house to thrive in the expansionist phase of
the nineteenth century and beyond.169 Moreover, Parke’s views support the assertion made
earlier in this thesis that the English country house evolves and adapts, drawing on the ideal
to preserve its symbolic value. For servant memoirists of the twentieth century, resisting the
shift from localised charity to a national framework may be indicative of a more general
reticence toward social change. Servants and landowners alike may view these developments
as a symptom of broader change, which may threaten their understanding of the world.
In The Edwardians, Sebastian ponders the connection between owners and tenants as
shaped by the system of paternalistic benevolence, and comes to the conclusion that it was:
“a voluntary system, voluntary in that it depended upon the temperament of the squire; still, a
system, which possessed a certain pleasant dignity denied to the systems of a more
compulsory sort.”170 It seems the lack of a personal touch, the lack of a system where loyalty
and long-association were rewarded, was the problem with the newly conceived welfare
state. His grandmother, the Dowager Duchess, upon hearing that the estate owed one hundred
thousand pounds in death duties for Sebastian’s father, wrote a letter to the Treasury which
“drew attention to the number of pensioners supported by the Chevron estate” and “hinted
that such pensions might in future be discontinued, reduced, or even thrown upon the charge
of the Government” if the debt were not alleviated.171 The Dowager’s letter indicates “the
necessity for the continuation of good relations between landowners, such as the lords of
Chevron, and their people.”172 It implies that financial support was a requirement for good

168

Horne, What the Butler Winked At, 2.
Mark Girouard, The Victorian Country House (New Haven: Yale University Pres,
1979), 13.
170
Vita Sackville-West, The Edwardians (New York: The Viking Press, 1961), 42.
171
Ibid, 152.
172
Ibid.
169

185

relations between landowners and dependents, but cites death duties as a further factor in the
disintegration of this arrangement.
Rosina Harrison, lady’s maid to Nancy Astor, also supported the inherently
conservative notion that everyone in the country house had a part to play. Opening her
collection of gentlemen’s memoirs with a bit of “sermonising”173 on the matter, she insists
that the practice of keeping one’s place “gave peace of mind and often social and financial
security.”174 She believed in the benefits of a traditional, paternalistic social arrangement,
condemning the modern attitude of “grabbing”, where people simply get a “list of where they
can get government grants,” and are told “it’s their right…”175 To her mind, rights were
something which had to “be earned” through hard work and loyalty.176 She also felt the
advent of the welfare state caused a decline in community spirit. The Liberal government
embarked on a series of welfare reforms between 1906 and 1914, but Harrison had been born
in 1899 and writes, “When I was a girl there was no social service run by the government, but
there was a more human kind run out of good neighbourliness.”177 However, Harrison’s
favoured brand of “neighbourly” assistance was inconsistent, with many individuals falling
through the cracks.178 Eric Horne notes that: “perhaps one in a hundred butlers gets a sort of
pension, enough to keep him out of the workhouse.”179 Paternalistic benevolence was
evidently not a dependable regularity, but rather, an idealistic precept that did not always
bear out in reality.
Although the system of support was evidently appreciated by some servants, one
might reasonably ask whether a less disparate social hierarchy that precluded the need for
deference-based charity might not have been a preferable arrangement. As evidenced by
cases such as the unhappy Bridgeman Simpson tenure of Babworth Hall, and Eric Horne’s
“Noble Lord,” there was ample opportunity for the system to fail its dependents.
Nevertheless, to ignore the assertions of this system’s efficacy by early twentieth-century
memoirists would be to discount their context and life experiences. It may be difficult for
twenty-first century readers not to be baffled by the spirit of inequality that seems to pervade
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country house servants’ lives. One might read any defence of country house employers from
Edwin Lee, Rosina Harrison, George Slingsby, William Lancely, John James and Charles
Cooper with scepticism, even condescension. For example, in 1949, John James (b. 1872)
wrote:
Old servants were looked upon as friends of the family and the love they gave to their
employers’ children was reciprocated; their loyalty to their masters was unquestioned
and they lived more or less contented lives within their own spheres without being
disturbed by the lure of modern entertainment for the masses.180
John James’s suggestion that old servants lived “undisturbed” by modernity and were utterly
loyal to employers who loved them in return, seems like a convenient upper-class narrative
that denies servants’ autonomy and personhood. Jean Rennie would likely call this version of
events into question, remembering a time when she vented her frustrations to her superior
servants: “‘But I don’t want a career in service!’ I shouted. ‘I want a private life– I have a
soul–’”181 John James may have found the narrative of the contented servant true according
to his experiences, but servants like Rennie might have a told a different story of thwarted
opportunities and isolation. John James’s comments about servants undisturbed by modernity
also belie the very real fact that servants were disturbed by the signs of modernity: many
notice that service had changed by 1919, and some, like Rosina Harrison, openly lament its
passing. John James does not ask whether these servants might have preferred to spend their
retirement with their own families (although female career servants were typically unmarried,
and many butlers viewed service as a celibate calling),182 receive sufficient wages to support
their own retirement, or have access to “modern entertainment” if they choose. The figure of
the grateful retainer, perhaps best typified by Nanny Hawkins of Evelyn Waugh’s 1945
novel, Brideshead Revisited, reinforces the stereotype of unquestioning deference and duty,
but increasingly this may have been the exception rather than the norm.
In spite of the criticism aimed at a system based on subservience, enforced deference
and institutionalised privilege, genuine respect could exist between employers and
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employees. Edwin Lee sums it up rather aptly: “You know when all is said and done
domestic service comes to this. We needed them and they needed us.”183 During their thirtyfive years together, Rosina Harrison and Lady Astor developed a close relationship, and
found that they had “become necessary to each other.”184 While the system relied on
“‘knowing and keeping one’s place,” this maxim applied to both sides. Harrison does not
describe a relationship of control and subservience, but an arrangement based on mutual
respect. Edwin Lee experienced a similar relationship with Lord Astor, writing: “He and I,
who’d always had a mutual esteem, became closer and probably shared many more
confidences than is usual between master and servant. His death in 1952 robbed me of a great
friend.”185 Older servants, particularly those who had experienced life in the Victorian or
Edwardian country house, often favoured an arrangement based on paternalistic principles.
Lee, Harrison, Slingsby, Lancely, James and Cooper all witnessed the dismantling of this
symbiotic, self-supporting community, and found the alternative wanting.
For the purposes of this thesis, the choice and scope of memoirs has been confined to
those whose voices enhance the question under consideration, namely, where servant
representation occurs in the country house genre. While those selected and discussed in
accordance with fulfilling that purpose are admittedly representative of an unknown quantity
of similarly reflective life writing, this grouping makes it possible to draw an informed and
substantial conclusion that imagined or filtered representation as demonstrated in fiction was
based in authentic experience. That is, although the servants represented in fictional texts are
imagined, they and their experiences are not imaginary. They are fictionalised, as opposed to
fictitious. Thus, the backdrop provided by these representative memoirs gives credence and
substance to the servant characters that inhabit the genre and sustain the imagined country
house ideal. These memoirs show servants working and writing in support of the ideal: they
do this by devoting their career to it, by recording their impressions of the country house and
the servant-family community, by detailing their skills for posterity. These memoirs show
servants who are resistant to the ideal, suggesting the English country house was not a locus
amoenus for all. Together, these memoirs reject a universal servant type or experience. Their
existence works toward correcting the imbalance in authentic servant representation, offering
an alternative to those works written by upper-class authors with a nostalgic agenda.

183

Lee, “Page Boy’s Story,” 154.
Harrison, Gentlemen’s Gentlemen, 1.
185
Lee, “Page Boy’s Story,” 149.
184

188

There are manifold aspects of servant life-writing which warrant further investigation.
For example, familiar themes of invisibility, hierarchy or community might be explored in
relation to each of these texts. In some memoirs, like Eric Horne’s, structural inconsistencies
and cognitive dissonance continue to surface, suggesting space for a psychoanalytic study.
Such a study might focus on memory and “reperception,” a phenomenon occurring in lifewriting whereby “events that did not seem important at the time are given special meaning in
retrospect,” to enforce some sort of pattern or sense of progression.186 One might compare the
memoirs of Flo Wadlow with those of Mollie Moran. The women were life-long friends, and
record the same events with vastly different results. Such a study might raise questions about
memory, recall, individual experience and perspective. This group of memoirs might also
invite a Marxist reading, exploring the economic effects of country house decline upon the
servant class. Eric Horne and Albert Thomas’s memoirs, both noticeably vocal about class,
might be particularly conducive for exploring the class divide, read in conjunction with the
memoir of union organiser, Jesse Stephens. With these possibilities in mind, the next and
final chapter works toward developing the unmined potential of servants’ memoirs by
exploring one servant vantage point more closely. In the memoir of Frederick Gorst, he
anchors his recollections to household objects, and one item in particular captures his notion
of the country house ideal. Close analysis of Gorst’s writing reveals that servants may shape
the ideal they wish to preserve, both consciously and unintentionally.
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Chapter Six
A Corporeal Country House Ideal: Frederick Gorst and the Gladstone Vase

I feel very proud to think that it lies in our humble power to make things easy and
comfortable for them, in our humble station of life. For, after all, admit it, we are an
asset. We see that you are turned out correctly and that your bath-water is hot, the
crease correct in your dress trousers, your vests pressed and the ladies’ clothes
looked after. Oh yes, we are an asset.
Albert Thomas (Country House Servant) Wait and See, 1944.1
The discussion of servant representation, both in fiction and in memoir, has so far been
centred around intangible notions such as benevolence, generosity, symbiosis, reputation, and
loyalty. In fictional works by professional authors, readers encounter servants who either
uphold or undermine the imagined ideal, according to whether or not they embody these
qualities. The previous chapter suggests that a servant presence may be located within a
representative corpus of memoirs written by English country house servants, and that these
memoirs form part of the accumulated textuality surrounding the English country house. The
previous chapter also proposes a few of the many possible avenues of enquiry in relation to
particular servant memoirs, one of which will be taken up here. The current chapter draws
attention to a moment of extraordinary ambivalence in the 1956 memoir of Frederick Gorst,
Of Carriages and Kings, and the ways in which textually represented objects may illuminate
and shape, and perhaps even distort the ideal. It builds upon an article written for Life Writing
journal, which examines the curious connection between Frederick Gorst, the Gladstone
family, and the abolition of slavery. This chapter also demonstrates the ways in which a
servant memoir text might engage with diverse areas of scholarship, which in this instance
includes the study of empire and the country house, memory studies, and object-centred
literary criticism.
Drawing on both textual and historical examples, an investigation of material objects
in the country house acknowledges the corporeality of a servant’s role, and the physical
manifestations of the relationship between families and employees. The life of the English
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country house servant was governed by their material world. They occupied a physical and
social space defined by their employers’ possessions, which included not only household
objects, but interior furnishings, clothing and the architecture of the house itself. As servant
Albert Thomas states, a servant presence may be glimpsed in upper-class “couples walking
along the High in their Glad Rags going to a dance,” whose costumes have been assembled
by a competent servant. It is a vicarious representation of sorts, seen only in the correctly
creased trousers or pressed vests. Thomas also alludes to the great number of objects; the hot
irons, sewing materials, and bathing paraphernalia that belong to the business of valeting.
Through these objects, it becomes possible to round out shadowy servant representation. For
example, the clothing worn by servants is intimately corporeal and personal by nature, and
was historically used as a means of control and of upholding standards amongst the servant
cohort. In terms of its literary depiction, sartorial details can be used to convey information
about servants and their commitment to the country house. Establishing that servants’ lives
were, indeed, regulated by various materialities through examples relating to clothing, allows
the discussion to turn to the ways in which historic servants use physical objects to
remember, reinvent and populate the remembered country house.
Real servants were directly involved with the care of objects within a house, and this
is an aspect of their lives which filters through to memoirs, as will be evidenced in relation to
the writing of William Lancely, Albert Thomas and George Washington. In her study of
artefacts in the country house heritage industry, Catherine Palmer suggests that “objects can
be read in a variety of different and contested ways,” in order to construct and communicate a
sense of Englishness.2 These interpretations depend on the “ideas, attitudes, judgements,
longings, and beliefs of those individuals who come into contact with them.”3 Some servant
memoirists are able to reconstruct the ideals associated with the English country house, or
even an idea of Englishness through the stories connected to the artefacts they handled. By
telling stories about objects in a particular way in their memoirs, servants infuse them, and
occasionally the owners of these objects, with certain qualities, ethical traits, or social values.
Offering a purely fictional counterpoint to the autobiographical excerpts, is Kazuo Ishiguro’s
1989 novel The Remains of the Day, in which protagonist and butler, Mr Stevens, uses
household objects as sites or prompts for memory, and to articulate his sense of the country
house ideal. Objects then become symbols of the ideal, appearing in either historical servants’
2
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life writing, or in the fictional representation of servants, and the ideological relationship that
could form between themselves, country house objects, and their employer.
Forming the principal focus of this chapter, footman Frederick Gorst recounts his time
in a country house near Liverpool in the late 1890s, where he worked for Richard and Walter
Gladstone, nephews to former prime minister, William Gladstone. In a remarkably rich,
descriptive passage from his 1956 memoir, Of Carriages and Kings, Gorst relays the
provenance of a gold and silver vase that was gifted to Robertson Gladstone, his employers’
father. This vase was a relic of the family’s uncomfortable history of slave ownership in the
West Indies. It is a passage laden with buried perceptions, and contradictions, in which the
reality of a revered country house object is at odds with its outward appearance and the
meaning attached to it. By adopting Elaine Freedgood’s collector’s approach, it is possible to
examine questions of provenance, origin and connection of the vase described in Gorst’s
account, with it emerging that contested truths complicate his recollections. The
discrepancies between Gorst’s account and the historical record raise the possibility of
deliberate evasion or false memory, and his post-empire context offers a frame for
understanding the precise contours of his memory. This examination can be more broadly
contextualised against current trends of country house scholarship, which sees the English
country house not as an isolated, pastoral retreat, but as a site that engages with Britain’s
imperial past, particularly the transatlantic slave trade. As such, the objects contained in these
houses are relics of empire, and the servants who care for them are custodians of that history.
These various text types, all of which converge around servants and country house
objects, contribute to the accumulated textuality surrounding the ideal of the country house in
a specific way. Exploring the relationship that could occur between servants and objects
offers an insight not only into practices surrounding the physical support of the country house
according to tenets of the ideal, but also into the particular values and loyalties that servants
may have held. The care of objects is one way in which servants are able to express these
sentiments, and the stories or qualities they attribute to their employers’ possessions further
reinforce their sense of the ideal. It was possible for a sense of possession to develop between
historic servants and the objects they cared for; they became custodians of these artefacts, and
by extension, of the country house itself. This particular study of objects expands the avenue
of inquiry to include apparently unconnected historical movements (particularly imperial
decline) and the ways in which it threatened or supported the country house ideal, and the
bearing it had on the country house community.
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Country House Servants and the Care of Objects
The life of the English country house servant was defined by materialities. A servant’s job
was to ensure the smooth running of the household, so they necessarily used, cleaned, or took
care of material possessions within a house, up to and including their employer’s person.
There was an intensely corporeal aspect to servants’ maintenance of the English country
house: servants’ bodies and labour were literally what kept a country house running
according to a certain standard. Servants occupied a physical and social space defined by
their employers’ possessions, which included the very house they occupied. In the Victorian
period, the largest households were carefully departmentalised, with each servant performing
a strictly specified role, extending even to the objects they were permitted to handle.4 A
scullery maid, for example, might be responsible for certain pieces of crockery; a kitchen
maid for kitchen implements; a housemaid for something more delicate, such as a tea-service;
and a lady’s maid for intimate, personal items, such as undergarments, passports, or
jewellery. Butlers and under-butlers were typically responsible for the silver plate, and
housekeepers for the linen.5 Servant memoirist and under butler Charles Dean found that at
Cliveden, which housed one of the finest plate collections in the country, “the care and
cleaning of the silver was my main concern, and that meant that I was safely out of the way
in my pantry for most of the day.”6 In Dean’s case, his close proximity to these pieces and
extended lack of companionship may have allowed ample time for reflection, and for a sense
of possession or connection to develop between himself and those items.
With regard to the multi-faceted relationship between servants and the materiality that
may be seen to represent the ideal, the following theories and approaches position the next
thread of the argument, which turns to a specific act of storytelling by Frederick Gorst. The
relationships between servants and the objects for which they cared aligns with a burgeoning
area of scholarship that draws on object-centred literary criticism, studies in material culture,
and aspects of memory studies that include memoir writing and the nature of nostalgia.
Commentary around “sites of memory” and Elaine Freedgood’s collector’s approach will be
brought to bear upon Gorst and the object in question, the Gladstone vase, to help pin down
the shifting traits of individual, cultural and collective memory that complicate his possible
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motives for using the vase as a conduit to family history. The term “object” has been
employed deliberately. These sites of memory, these objects that reside in the English
country house, are all objects with a function and a story attached to them. Bill Brown
explains that objects: “circulate through our lives, we look through objects (to see what they
disclose about history, society, nature, or culture– above all, what they disclose about us)
…”7 In this particular context, the Gladstone vase is not viewed as a “thing”8 that has lost its
original purpose, but an object that “provide[s] an occasion for extracting and reconstructing
the past”, and that suggests “a mediational means by which we may establish a particular
relationship to some aspect of our past.” 9
Elaine Freedgood’s study of imperial objects in the Victorian novel bridges the gap
between real objects with imperial significance and their fictional counterparts. Employing a
dual collector-allegorist approach, Freedgood first explores the provenance and multi-form
associations of objects before considering their symbolic or allegorical significance in
relation to the texts.10 Her framework has been applied to this enquiry, where the Gladstone
vase’s origin and the stories attached to it are explored, before considering its possible
storytelling implications. The connection between objects and storytelling is by no means a
new idea: the field of museum studies and the heritage industry recognise the power of
objects as complex and fruitful sites of collective memory. Margot Finn and Kate Smith
argue that objects must be removed from these static environments to regain their relevance,
claiming that only “displacement from the studied curatorial order of the museum reveals
…these objects’ potential utility as instruments for manufacturing memories and
meanings.”11 Whether or not objects have been removed from their stately homes and
museums, both positions actually contain the same germ of truth. Finn and Smith suggest that
as historically valued items, objects are only as useful as the stories attached to them: a
random item has little sentimental or historical value without being attached to a particular
story or person. Just as curated collections are based on provenance and must undergo a
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rigorous storytelling process, the objects (re)presented in fiction and memoir are subjected to
a similar process.
Servant memoirists have noted the special connection that could develop with the
objects for which they cared over an extended period. William Lancely, who entered service
in the 1870s and retired as the royal house-steward to the Duke of Connaught, published his
memoirs in 1925. His memoir offers a serious defence of the profession, which by the time
he was writing, had lost some of its former esteem. Lancely describes the immense
satisfaction that could be derived from a job well done, and the sense of loyalty that found
expression through the careful protection of material possessions. One old servant he knew,
“was proud to relate that for twenty-five years she had been in charge of the best dinner
service and nothing had been broken or chipped.”12 He explained that for a quarter of a
century, this woman allowed “nobody to handle the plates and dishes, but washed and wiped
them herself and she alone would carry them back to the housemaid’s pantry.”13 Further
impressing the magnitude of this feat upon his readers, Lancely explains that “the care
bestowed on this dinner service shows what can be done by servants who take a keen interest
in their work and are as devoted as our head housemaid was to her employers.”14 This sense
of adoptive ownership was not uncommon amongst servants.
Servant memoirist, George Washington, was born in 1915 and saw the twilight of
service in the English country house while working for the Astor family. He oversaw the sale
of Cliveden’s contents in 1966 following the death of the third Viscount “Billy” Astor (1901–
1966) and found it difficult to relinquish his custodianship. Washington recalls that:
When you’ve been in a house for a length of time the pieces that you deal with you
tend to regard as your personal possessions– you speak of ‘my’ silver, my table, my
candelabra and so on, so any loss or breakage is as much a wound to you as to its real
owner.15
While Washington is careful to acknowledge the legal owners of these objects, he feels that a
facsimile of ownership, or perhaps a sense of duty of care, can develop. In this context, the
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word “wound” reaffirms the emotional aspect of attachment. In these examples, the personal
connection and care taken with beloved or beautiful objects can be interpreted as the
performance of loyalty and of dedication to the country house ideal of hospitality.
The following example is not drawn from a memoir, but from a historic case in which
a real servant felt a sense of ownership over her employers’ possessions by virtue of long
association and daily contact. By 1832, Dorothy Doar had been the housekeeper of Trentham
Hall for fourteen years. Trentham was one of five houses belonging to the Duke of
Sutherland, and was a significantly sized country house. Her story is included in Tessa
Boase’s The Housekeeper’s Tale, which explores the tragic divide between the professional,
bombazine-clad figure of the housekeeper and the human woman beneath. Doar was asked to
leave the house when she became pregnant by her own husband, who was not a member of
the household. She was the primary earner in her family. In her desperation, she stole a
number of household items, including eight dozen bottles of sweet wine, linen, towels, tea,
soap, candles and cleaning utensils:
They were not her things, and yet in a sense they were her things: she had ordered
them, cared for them, catalogued and stored them; mended and marked them; ground
and sifted them; bottled and corked them. Each item (candle, banister brush, pillow
case, tea caddy) had its own complex emotional significance to Mrs Doar, powerfully
felt through daily use.16
Boase goes on to speculate that Doar’s actions may have been the result of hormonally
exacerbated fear about how she would support and protect her family. To the wealthy Duke
of Sutherland, the value of the stolen items was negligible, but to Doar they could have meant
the difference between solvency and starvation. Although Doar had no legal right to those
items, Boase argues that she might well have felt some sense of ownership or custodianship
because she had looked after these things for so many years. In all likelihood, her employers
would never have even touched them. Doar did not steal the Marchioness of Sutherland’s
own jewels or clothing, or even items that would have been seen upstairs at Trentham.
Rather, these were objects that formed her daily landscape, and ultimately, to which she felt
she had a greater claim than did her employers.
Albert Thomas was a butler who entered service at the turn of the twentieth century
and worked in country houses that were still very much an expression of the nineteenth
16
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century. He was a veteran of the First World War, and in 1944 was writing his memoirs in
Oxford. This memoir, from which an example is drawn, was written while he was employed
as butler to the principal of Brasenose College. During this late stage of his career, he found
himself “in the midst of very learned, charming people, lovely old silver dating back to 1610
to garnish my dining table with, wines as choice as ever man had in his charge– and believe
me, when a man has charge of such beautiful things he is never poor and never thirsty.”17
Thomas’s tactile and sensual description is remarkable: his every action is undertaken with
complete devotion to the ideal of hospitality, and with utmost attention paid to the fine
silverware and comfort of his employer’s guests. Although the silver belongs to the college,
occasional possessive pronouns draw attention to the sense of ownership that pervades the
piece– “I see them every day and really, they are as much mine as anyone’s. I look after
them, clean them, love them.”18 His language is not avaricious, but speaks of care and
custodianship. As Thomas notes, the silver is merely in his “charge.” He is one in a long line
of caretakers stretching back over four and a half centuries, and in a professional sense, he
considers his care of the silver an integral and satisfying part of his dinner preparation:
To sit down and clean just one cup takes me quite an hour, and with the wireless
softly playing I could- and do- rub and polish away thoroughly happy, knowing that
the little dinner that is coming off will be all the better enjoyed if my silver is shining
and my glass sparkling; for I always think that if one feeds the eye, one has partly fed
the guest.19
The perceived beauty of the object is integral to its function, providing a more comprehensive
sensory dining experience, satisfying the eye as well as the appetite. Therefore, the quality of
the glass and silver is a direct reflection on Thomas and his dedication to the ideal of
hospitality. In this sense, they become almost an extension of his person in the dining room;
they are his emissaries, his ambassadors. His personal and professional pride is bound up in
their presentation. Unlike Gorst, Thomas does not share any of the notable or historic stories
or personages that might have been connected with the silver, instead emphasising its
personal significance.
Albert Thomas’s attitude toward the silver is highly reminiscent of a much later
fictional occurrence in Kazuo Ishiguro’s 1989 novel The Remains of the Day, not least
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because it too, involves the table silver. The aging butler Mr Stevens reflects on his
employment with the late Lord Darlington, a well-meaning, but ultimately misguided
aristocrat who hosted clandestine meetings between sympathetic Englishmen and German
diplomats during the lead up to World War II. Key to interpreting Stevens as a narrator is an
awareness of his unreliability, bias, and frequent habit of misrepresentation. His recurrent use
of “phrases like “Let me make perfectly clear,” “I should say,” “I should point out,” “let me
make it immediately clear,” “I feel I should explain,”” draw attention to the frailty of his own
memory.20 Stevens frequently remembers events in ways that show himself or his employer
in a better light. He finds it impossible to deal honestly with painful memories about the loss
of his father or his romantic interest, Miss Kenton, and his narration is plagued by moments
of inadvertent disclosure. Such is the case when he describes the clandestine meetings that
took place at Darlington Hall. Rather than speaking candidly about a meeting between
Halifax and Ribbentrop, Stevens speaks obsessively about the silverware, and the part he
played in caring for it.
Ostensibly ignorant of the international disaster unfolding in the Oxfordshire
countryside, Stevens, whether by obfuscating design or a genuinely misplaced sense of
perspective, places a heightened sense of importance on his tableware, rather than
acknowledging the political import of these dinners. Not unlike Albert Thomas, Stevens
suggests that the success of a dinner, at which the “foreign secretary… paid a very ‘off the
record’ visit to the house”21 was entirely due to the lustre of his silverware. The meeting
between Halifax and Ribbentrop had been proceeding awkwardly, when Stevens “overheard
Lord Halifax exclaiming: “My goodness, Darlington, the silver in this house is a delight.”22
Stevens recounted that “the truly satisfying corollary to this episode came two or three days
later,” when:
Lord Darlington remarked to me: ‘By the way Stevens, Lord Halifax was jolly
impressed with the silver the other night. Put him into a different frame of mind
altogether.’ These were– I recollect clearly– his lordship’s actual words and so it is
not simply my fantasy that the state of the silver had made a small, but significant
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contribution towards the easing of relations between Lord Halifax and Herr
Ribbentrop that evening.23
Stevens’s defensiveness when describing the evening (“it’s not simply my fantasy”) suggests
he knows it is ridiculous that his silver could influence international diplomacy, but also truly
believes that he made a difference. He equivocates, “Let me make clear, I was not for a
moment suggesting that what had initially threatened to be a disappointing evening for my
employer had turned into a triumphant one solely on account of the silver.”24 He is, however,
suggesting that it was a major feature in prevailing over the mood and therefore, the political
outcome of the dinner. He goes on to cite his employer as an authoritative voice on the
matter: “But then, as I indicated, Lord Darlington himself suggested that the silver might
have been at least a small factor in the change in his guest’s mood that evening…”25
With an unreliable narrator like Stevens, there is the possibility that his fixation on the
silver is an elaborate double bluff, intended to cast himself in the role of the domestic-minded
ingénue, unaware of the significance of a diplomatic incident that by 1956, had become a
source of embarrassment. Although Stevens’s perspective is not wholly reliable, the use of
the silver as a focal point for his recollections unsettles the reader by raising the possibility of
cognitive dissonance within his account. Ishiguro also uses the silver as a structural device; a
hook that catches at Stevens’s thoughts and allows him to connect seamlessly to other topics.
His thoughts shift to “an incident last April relating to the silver,” (a dirty fork) which “was a
moment of genuine embarrassment to me,” and which his current employer, Mr Farraday,
ignores “either through kindness or because being an American he failed to recognise.”26
Stevens attributes this error to the recent staff shortage, and this allows his mind to turn to the
matter of Miss Kenton. His memories of Miss Kenton, clouded by his unacknowledged and
painfully suppressed affection, are especially untrustworthy. He claims “Not that a staff
shortage is not insignificant in itself; but if Miss Kenton were indeed to return to Darlington
Hall, such little slips, I am sure, would become a thing of the past.”27 Here, material objects
offer a starting point from which to broach more difficult topics. In fiction, as in memoir,
material objects act as a focal point for reflection, and provide evidence for intangible
qualities like loyalty or devotion. Objects can be both a structural device, as used by Ishiguro,
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or a repository for memory or sentiment, as demonstrated by William Lancely and Albert
Thomas.
Mr Stevens, Ishuguro’s fictional protagonist, shares some commonalities with
Frederick Gorst. Mr Stevens is a butler whose late employer, Lord Darlington, is a known
Nazi sympathizer and whose reputation has been damaged beyond repair. Stevens’s position
as narrator is characterised by his unreliable and flawed process of recollection.28 Although
there are limitations to the comparison of a piece of life-writing with a piece of fiction,
Ishiguro’s text has been included because both narrators reflect on uncomfortable histories
connected to the houses in which they are employed, and use objects as their foils to protect
or promote their employers. James Lang states that The Remains of the Day offers “a glimpse
of the way that public and collective historical accounts can suppress and deform private
memory.”29 If a historic event has become embarrassing or shameful in the public domain,
then private memories thereof may distort according to public sentiment. This very
phenomenon could be applied to Gorst’s account: his personal memories of Court Hey are, if
not “suppressed and deformed,” then at least contoured by the public attitude toward slavery
and abolition. The relevant similarities between these two texts are based on the fact that both
narrators, fictional and historic, work to rehabilitate the reputation of their household,
whether by elision, erasure, obscuration, or suggestive misleading. Both texts illuminate with
the shadowy, unspoken relationship between the British Empire and the English country
house, a connection that will be explained presently. More pertinently, both texts pertain to
the fall of the British Empire, and the decline of the country house.
Frederick Gorst and the Gladstone vase
Frederick Gorst’s encounter with the Gladstone vase evokes the spectre of the transatlantic
slave trade, and intersects with a burgeoning area of country house scholarship that explores
the links between England’s landed estates and Britain’s imperial presence. This is a
significant underlying theme because association with the slave trade threatens the ideal of
the generous and benevolent country house owner, and contradicts the guiding precepts of the
ideal. The perfect country house owner is one whose dependents, tenants, and employees are
ostensibly part of one great symbiotic community, not in an exploitative relationship based
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on control and abuse (although arguably the capitalist, status placement system was precisely
that). From the inception of the English country house literary genre circa 1616 from Ben
Jonson’s topographical poem “To Penshurst” forward, depiction and analysis of the English
country house traditionally focuses on its Arcadian qualities, and its role as an idyllic,
culturally exclusive space, as explored in Chapter Two. In the last few decades this
perception of the “enclosed garden” has been challenged, and the country house has come to
be seen as a space that both “absorbs and conveys” Britain’s imperial assignations.30
Gorst’s discovery of the Gladstone vase acts as a reminder that “British country
houses abound in physical representations of empire.”31 In her book, Country Houses and the
British Empire, 1700-1930, Stephanie Barczewski suggests that the country house has long
been a space of curated display for objects acquired through the act of Empire building, and
should be understood to “reflect Britain’s engagement with the external world.”32 In her
study she includes not only artistic or interior items, but building materials and plants. Finn
and Smith’s recent edited collection East India Company at Home, 1757-1857, “contributes
to these ongoing debates by exploring the domestic impact of empire on British country
houses, their residents and their interiors.”33 Their volume attempts to understand better “the
objects, persons and furnishings of the Georgian and Victorian empire [that] have often been
hidden in plain sight in the country house and its cultural representations.”34
Returning to Barczewski and her notion of the English country house as a museumspace, the objects acquired through expansion and colonisation may be “entangled with
fortunes built with Caribbean slave labour.”35 Subsequently, these objects may act as a
reminder that the slave trade “fundamentally shaped elite British country houses in the
eighteenth and nineteenth century.”36 The relationship between English country estates and
the transatlantic slave trade is a relatively new area of scholarship, as it is “only in the last 20
years the relationship between landed wealth, British properties and enslaved African labour
[has begun] to emerge.”37 As a case in point, the developing intersection between slavery and
30
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the English country house was the topic of the 2013 English Heritage conference.38 Research
on compensation for plantation owners is led by UCL’s Legacies of Slave Ownership project.
Nick Draper guides this project and details its findings in The Price of Emancipation: Slaveownership, Compensation and British Society at the End of Slavery.39 A similar relationship
between house and empire emerges in the country house genre. Novels such as Jane Austen’s
Mansfield Park (1814) have been discussed in light of the relationship between landed estates
and plantation ownership since the appearance of Edward Said’s controversial chapter in
Culture and Imperialism (1993).40 It emerges that “daily life at Austen’s fictional country
seat was underpinned by Caribbean slavery, yet she relegated this colonial source of wealth
and exploitation to the margins of her text.”41
In the memoir of Frederick Gorst, the Gladstone vase is a country house artefact that
reflects “familial associations stretch[ing] back multiple generations,” implicating three
generations of one family in the British ownership of slaves.42 Although the vase was not a
literal object from the West Indies, its production was a direct result of its owner’s presence
there. It acts as a reminder that the profits from the Gladstones’ Demerera estates and from
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the post-abolition compensation paid for Robertson’s 1836 country house, Court Hey.43 The
vase has been categorised here as an artefact of empire according to the parameters adopted
by Finn and Smith, whose East India Company project includes objects as diverse as “an East
End warehouse built in 1802 to store sugar produced by enslaved labourers on West Indian
plantations”44 and Welsh country-house staircases built in the “Chinese style” (but not in
China),45 thus allowing for the inclusion of objects with a more nebulous connection to
empire. Nevertheless, these objects share a capacity to tell stories connecting the country
house with Britain’s imperial project, and Gorst’s account of the vase privileges one of these
many histories, “often painful and often effaced, [that] deserve to be recovered more fully.”46
Country house footman Frederick Gorst was born in Liverpool in 1881, “while
Victoria was still our great, good Queen.”47 Gorst recounts his time at Court Hey where he
worked for a branch of arguably one of the most well-known families of the nineteenthcentury. Gorst was employed by the unmarried brothers Richard and Walter Gladstone, for
whom he worked in the late 1890s. Their father, Robertson Gladstone, was the eldest brother
of Prime Minister William Ewart Gladstone, who was prime minister to Queen Victoria on
four occasions. Gorst remained at Court Hey for approximately four years, where he was
very aware of the prestigious names attached to the house:
The full-length portrait of William Ewart Gladstone dominated the entire far wall of
the dining room of Court Hey. The grand figure stood erect with his hands folded on a
gold-headed cane. His chiselled features and piercing eyes were outlined against a
crest of black hair which flowed backward from a wide forehead. All the sartorial
idiosyncrasies which the Prime Minister had made popular–were painted for posterity
on the canvas.48
Gorst was a contemplative young man, a regular church-goer with an interest in history. In
addition to significant figures, Gorst was particularly mindful of the charged nature of
material objects: during his time at Welbeck Abbey with the Duke and Duchess of Portland,
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he was “reminded every day of its imposing splendour and its venerable connection with the
last seven centuries.” 49 During his employment with Richard and Walter Gladstone, Gorst
was sensible of a kind of privilege to encounter and care for items connected to Britain’s past.
In a passage describing the amusing idiosyncrasies of the polar-opposite brothers
Richard and Walter Gladstone, Gorst explains that at Court Hey, “it was curious that little of
the silver was ever used,”50 for although Mr. Richard was indifferent to matters of interior
design, Mr Walter was an advocate for the aforementioned Victorian practice of household
departmentalisation:
Mr. Walter flew into a rage if he saw any useless decorations. He felt that the orchid
collections belonged in the hothouses, and when you wanted to see them you went
there. In the same way, the silver collection belonged in the silver vault. And I was
the only person who ever saw it, polished it, and enjoyed it.51
Where Mr. Richard was unaware of the silver’s existence, and Mr. Walter hated it, Gorst
cared for it, and took pleasure in doing so. Already there is a slight sense of possession and
personal connection, reinforced by the conditional “if it were mine” in the next passage.
While he was cleaning the silver, one item in particular caught Gorst’s eye, so much so that
fifty years later he writes a long passage describing both the object and the family history it
represented. Although an apparently innocuous anecdote, Gorst actually embarks upon a
complex, multi-layered process of remembering personal and cultural narratives by
attributing historical value and cultural significance to an object. In The Buried Life of
Things, Simon Goldhill writes of an “interest in the multiform practices whereby things
become invested with historical meaning, are made to tell history, take on political, religious
or intellectual significance… because of the history they are understood to embody.’52 In this
case, the Gladstone vase takes on political and historical significance as a symbol of the
Gladstone family’s uneasy involvement in slavery and its abolition, and through his memoir,
is made to tell history.
Working his way through the silver closet, Gorst finds he had “restored the lustre of
most of the discoloured pieces,” when he notices that only “a few heavier objects, carefully
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wrapped and boxed,” remain.53 Carefully removing one package from the top shelf, Gorst uncrates an “exquisite silver and gold vase about three feet tall:”54
For many hours I polished the “Gladstone Vase,” a legacy of Mr. Robertson
Gladstone to his sons, that had been relegated to the top shelf of the vault. If it had
been mine I would have proudly displayed it– a shining reminder of another
generation.55
A sense of imagined ownership attaches to the vase, particularly evoked by the phrase “if it
had been mine” and the care that Gorst lavishes upon it. There is also an ensuing sense of
pride that he has been entrusted to care for an object belonging to a glorious generation. This
particular point will be revisited as it offers one means of reading Gorst’s excerpt as a whole.
The vase appears to have been especially important to Robertson Gladstone. Despite
its exile to the silver vault, it merited a special reference in Robertson’s Will, where he
specified that he wished his eldest son to have “my silver gilt vase and I request that the same
may be preserved, and transmitted by him, as an heirloom.”56 Clearly it was an item of some
significance that merited being passed down to his descendants and cared for by a series of
unnamed custodians from the servants’ hall. According to Gorst’s account, the merchants of
Liverpool gave Robertson the vase in the years immediately following abolition, at a time
when:
No ships came into Liverpool and no brown, or “Demerara Sugar” went to the mills
to be whitened. Thousands of workers were idle and starving in Liverpool. Mr.
Robertson Gladstone was so horrified by their misery that he offered to donate a large
sum of money to tide over the workers and mill owners until the plantations could
function again. In recognition of his munificent and timely gift the merchants of
Liverpool presented him with a silver and gold vase, a copy of the famous Warwick
vase.57
This portrait of Robertson as a generous and kind-hearted benefactor needs to be dismantled.
As Gorst goes on to explain, the “legacy of Mr. Robertson Gladstone to his sons” was not just
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the vase but also the legacy of slave ownership in Demerara, and their role in winning
compensation for slave-owners after abolition. 58
Incidentally, there is space for potential confusion between multiple artefacts and the
transmission of stories. In July 2013, Christie’s sold a large silver service belonging to the
Gladstone family, which included a candelabra bearing the inscription:
To John Gladstone Esquire, M.P. This service of plate was presented February 1824
by his fellow townsmen and friends to mark their high sense of his successful
exertions for the promotion of trade and commerce and in acknowledgement of most
important service rendered to the town of Liverpool.59
The inscription is remarkably similar to the story Gorst attaches to Robertson Gladstone’s
vase. Although this inscription predates abolition and refers to Robertson’s father, John
Gladstone, Frederick Gorst may well have encountered it in the silver vault, and it may have
influenced his recollections. The Gladstone vase undoubtedly existed and this is a fixed piece
of information proven by Robertson’s Will, but the means by which its history was
transmitted to Gorst is unclear.
Uncertainty about how Gorst might have encountered this information can be
negotiated via the concept of collective memory, an idea first articulated by Maurice
Halbwachs.60 Of course, this comes with the caveat that there are still gaps in the
information, and any speculation is therefore limited. If, for example, the tale of how
Robertson came to receive the vase was conveyed to Gorst by fellow members of the
household, his narrative could therefore be described as social memory. However, with social
memory there is the potential that stories both erode over time and “the interests of one or
several members,” when dealing with “a conflicting event,” can result in “its own particular
memory,” or version of history.61 While purely speculative, there is the possibility that within
the community of servants who relayed stories between 1833 and 1899, those stories became
coloured by the attendant loyalties and obligations associated with their employment,
resulting in a more favourable version of the family’s history.
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At risk of venturing into the realm of speculation or creative non-fiction (although not
beyond the bounds of possibility, as suggested by Gorst’s narrative), it is compelling to
imagine one particularly loyal Court Hey servant, a long-standing butler perhaps, who saw
himself as the chief custodian of the Gladstone family history. Certain factors surrounding
country house service make it feasible for the tale of the vase to have been conveyed to Gorst
by his fellow employees.
Since children often entered service at the age of twelve or less (Gorst himself was
fourteen), had such a person worked for Robertson as a young servant during the period of
abolition or perhaps when Court Hey was built in 1836, he or she might reasonably have been
an elderly retainer during Gorst’s tenure. As discussed, before the introduction of the old-age
pension in 1908, it was common for country house owners to support elderly retainers and for
them to remain on the estate. Lady Diana Cooper, Viscountess of Norwich (1892–1986)
recalled the gong man at Belvoir Castle during her Victorian childhood. He was “an old
retainer, one of those numberless ranks of domestic servants which have completely
disappeared and today seem fabulous. He wore a white beard to his waist.”62 There was also
Betty, a laundry maid who was “ninety when [Diana] first remembered her.”63 Betty was
born at Belvoir and worked there for seventy-five years, living to over a hundred: “She had
never learned to read or write– no disgrace, I think, to the family, as what child of her class
did learn to read before Waterloo?”64 This span of living memory from Waterloo to the turn
of the twentieth century makes it feasible that an elderly Gladstone servant might have
encountered both the arrival of the Gladstone vase and that of Frederick Gorst, sixty years
later. Although speculative, this option finds traction in Halbwach’s suggestion that group or
collective memory “typically extends back over a duration that does not exceed, and is
usually much shorter than, the average span of a human life,” and that when “individual
members of a group, especially older ones, become isolated or die, their memories are
gradually eroded.”65 This sense of fragmented or forgotten history, and the fact that Gorst’s
record occupies a space somewhere between living memory and history, may have
contributed to the way he wrote his account.
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The Warwick Vase 66
© The Trustees of the British Museum.

Interrogating Gorst’s Account
It is worth reviewing Gorst’s interpretation of the events of 1833, which differs slightly from
the generally accepted record.67 Gorst begins by explaining that “the Gladstone family
66
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fortune was made in Demerara, where they held extensive sugar plantations,” and by
acknowledging that “all the estates were worked by Negro slaves who lived for the most part
in appalling conditions.”68 He soon makes his first questionable assertion: “for many years
Sir John Gladstone [grandfather of Gorst’s employers], who founded the family fortune, had
treated his Negro workers humanely, but he was an outstanding exception.” 69 Although Sir
John’s fourth son, William (later PM), stood up in Parliament and claimed that his father
“deprecated cruelty” and did “not believe in its existence,”70 given what is known about the
conditions endured by slaves, the insistence from a wealthy, entirely absentee slave owner
that he did not believe in cruelty is woefully inadequate. John Gladstone was known to
publicly deny the terrible conditions on his estates, claiming that “the labour required from
his slaves had always been moderate.”71 This statement was belied by reports from visiting
abolitionists, such as the Reverend John Smith, who wrote in his diary on August 30, 1817,
that “The Negroes of Success [Gladstone’s plantation] have complained to me lately of
excessive labour and very severe treatment.”72 Historian Richard Sheridan notes that “from
the tenor of the dispatches [John Gladstone] received from Demerara, it is probably true to
say that John Gladstone believed that his slaves were so well treated.”73 Unfortunately, these
reports came from an “idler and deceiver,” Frederick Cort, and when Robertson Gladstone
began his investigations in 1828, the full extent of the deception became apparent.74
Moving onto the matter of abolition, Gorst explains that “Mr. Robertson Gladstone
and his brothers continued their father’s policy and actually “freed” their slaves, but this
individual decree of freedom was not recognised by the local government, a council
dominated by planters.”75 Gorst’s idea that the Gladstones’ “individual decree” was not
recognised by the local government most likely refers to the fact that after abolition, all
“freed” slaves were forced to endure a four-to-six-year period of unpaid apprenticeship on the
grounds that they needed moral training before joining proper society. This was both
legislated by the British government and supported by a young William Gladstone, who said,
68
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“if this were not done, and if moral instructions were not imparted to the slaves, liberty would
prove a curse instead of a blessing to them.”76 Thus, “the end of slavery in Demerara did not
bring an end to the Gladstone family's participation in the plantation economy and society of
the colony.”77 They simply continued on in the same way, with “the same labor force whose
legal status was changed from slave to apprentice.”78 This period of forced labour ended in
1838 due to increasing unrest, two years earlier than planned.79
Describing William Gladstone’s personal involvement in abolition, Gorst casts him in
the role of victorious, social reformer whose speeches were received with “thunderous
applause,” rather than describing a parliamentary session where, according to Richard
Sheridan, “the future prime minister confessed with shame and pain” the behaviour of his
family.80 According to historical record, Robertson Gladstone carried out a three-month audit
of the family estates in Demerara, but did nothing to improve the material conditions of the
slaves, writing that those on the family plantations were “contented and happy, and will
remain so, if allowed to live undisturbed by the meddling and ill disposed.”81 The “meddlers”
he refers to are the abolitionists. It is generally accepted that Robertson had been deceived by
local managers and attorneys who perpetuated “the myth of the happy and contented slave.”82
Nevertheless, on May 14, 1833, the issue was placed before Parliament in a two-hour address
by abolition advocate Henry Grey, son of the current Prime Minister, Lord Howick. Grey
noted there was “heavy loss of life on sugar plantations, especially in Demerara” (where John
Gladstone owned significant assets) and attributed this to “the large number of absentee
proprietors.”83 Naturally, “John Gladstone and his four sons were outraged by the charges
levied against them,” and William Gladstone “made his maiden speech in defense of his
father.”84 Thus, it appears that William’s maiden speech was rather different to the audacious
and popular stand misleadingly described by Gorst:
By 1830 the British people were becoming aroused over the issue of slavery. And in
that very year, Mr. William Ewart Gladstone, making his maiden speech in the House
76
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of Commons, dramatically described how his father had freed his slaves in Demerara.
He sat down amid thunderous applause and the issue was solidly before the English
people. Slavery was finally abolished on August 7, 1833, and the planters were given
twenty million pounds as compensation.
While each sentence is technically correct, they are ordered in such a way that implies
Gladstone was on the side of abolition. The nation was becoming roused over the issue of
slavery, but they were not roused by William Gladstone, as the first two sentences suggest.
Nor was his speech a moving pro-abolitionist rant instigated by William, but in defence of his
father against accusations of excessive cruelty. Gorst’s final sentence suggests that the natural
result of William’s oratorical efforts was the abolition of slavery on August 7, 1833.
Further, Gorst’s description does not make it clear that the interests and support of the
Gladstone family fell very much on the side of their fellow planters, and thus on the wrong
side of history. Of the twenty million pounds’ compensation awarded by the British
government, “John Gladstone's share of the payments in 1837 was £85,600”85 which has a
modern equivalent of about £83 million.86 According to Catherine Hall, William “personally
went to the compensation office to collect one of the cheques due on the family's West Indian
estates.”87 Compared to Gorst’s account, Roland Quinault offers a more balanced picture of
John Gladstone; one that is mindful of his position as an absentee owner who saw only
profits, but not the human cost, and whose worldview was very much a product of the lateeighteenth century. He states that John Gladstone “defended slavery but advocated gradual
amelioration, with a view to emancipation when it was safe and not unjust to planters.”88
John “steadfastly defended the economic interests of the West Indian planters,”89 which
equated to compensation for loss of property and income following abolition. Whether the
family stance was truly shared by William is uncertain. William’s biographer, Checkland,
writes that “William found it most painful to look back on this part of his career,” and was
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“increasingly disturbed” by what he described as “this awful and solemn question.” 90 He
suggests that “had the slavery debate come a year or so later, when William had had time to
find himself… it is likely that serious trouble between father and son would have arisen.”91
Even within William’s lifetime then, there is a sense of wishing to re-write history and avoid
uncomfortable memories.
Reading the Memoir
In his ground-breaking volumes of Les Lieux de Memoire, Pierre Nora popularises the idea of
“sites” of memory, which he describes as: “the places in which the collective history of
France is crystallized.”92 He further explains that these sites may be “any significant entity,
whether material or non-material in nature, which by dint of human will or the work of time
has become a symbolic element of the memorial heritage of any community…”93 Where
Nora’s “community” is the nation of France, the community in this case may be understood
to be the symbiotic, country house community, and more specifically the community of
country house servants. In his endeavour to identify a set of lieux de memoire for the
community of France, Nora determines that “it was no longer enough simply to select
objects; instead those objects would have to be constructed: in each case one would have to
look beyond the historical reality to discover the symbolic realty and recover the memory that
it sustained.”94 This chapter has constructed a history around the Gladstone vase, not only of
the Gladstone family’s interests in the West Indies, but also of Gorst’s relation to it. Having
identified some uncertainty between Gorst’s account and the historical record, the following
section suggests possible approaches to reading Gorst’s memoir. Rather than viewing Gorst’s
account and the official record through the rigid binary of “correct” and “incorrect,” it is
perhaps more appropriate to appreciate the many nuances and contradictions contained within
this story. Nora’s discussion around pluralism speaks to the potential for histories to be multifaceted and nuanced. Middleton and Brown further explain that, “Beneath the singularity of
‘official’ history, there is pluralism in our relationships to the past.”95 As such, there are “a
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variety of ways in which the past might be understood and made relevant in the present.”96
Gorst’s acquisition of this piece of history or memory, and his negotiation thereof through an
object in his memoir, opens up a new depth of experience, a new way of approaching the
Gladstones’ history and the role servants played in protecting or shaping the legacy of their
employers. In considering the power of objects to evoke the past, curator Ross Gibson
acknowledges that despite the best efforts of curators and exhibition designers, the many
associations connected to each item render it impossible to “establish any truths that put an
end to argument.”97 Just as Gladstone scholars S. G. Checkland and Nick Draper write about
emancipation with the inescapable subjectivity of their own contexts, Gorst too offers his
own account, which is bound up in his personal context of post-empire Britain and the postWorld War II decline of the country house.
Difficult to determine, is the motivation or reason behind Gorst’s apparent recasting
of Robertson Gladstone as the ideal country house gentleman. It is problematic to claim that
Gorst was writing his memoir in a deliberately misleading way, largely because there is no
sense that he had any reason to do so. For example, there was no lingering sense of public
recrimination plaguing the Gladstone family that Gorst may have wished to dispel: William’s
successful political career is testament to this. After all, he was not the only politician to
receive compensation, as between 5 and 10 percent of the national elites appeared in the
commission’s records.98 It is also important to maintain a sense of perspective and to resist
reading too much into what could be a genuinely innocuous, if misinformed, anecdote. Gorst
did not have any particular investment in the family name or reputation, such as might be
expected from a long-serving, loyal retainer. He was only at “Court Hey” for about four
years, and only as a first footman. While his memoir suggests that he particularly admired
Mr. Richard, social histories about country house life in this period deem it unlikely that a
footman would be on conversational terms with his employer.
Nor was Gorst’s connection with the family as severe a personal indictment as that of
the fictional butler Mr Stevens, who devoted years of service to a Nazi-sympathizer. The
reason for the butler Stevens’s discomfort is that he and his employer Lord Darlington “acted
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according to the ideals of the social climate in which they lived, but when that climate
shifted,” they suddenly found that their actions had “been re-evaluated in light of a new set of
ideals and public sentiment.”99 There was definitely a sense that the Gladstones had been on
the wrong side of history, as evidenced by William Gladstone’s later misgivings, but Gorst
worked for Richard and Walter two generations after the fact. Neither of his employers had
been personally involved with the abolition debate (nor indeed been born). The family name
was not notorious or tarnished, and there was no reason for any private shame on Gorst’s
part.
Framing the Memoir
The context in which Gorst’s memoir was published offers a possible interpretation of his
oddly misleading tale about the Gladstone family. Gorst’s memoir ends in approximately
1910, toward the end of the Edwardian period when he left service for another unnamed
career. Gorst’s abandonment of the story at this pivotal moment, a period viewed by many as
the zenith of the country house lifestyle,100 suggests a possible way of framing his memoir.
Writing from the post-Empire, post-country house distance of 1956, Gorst’s is Victorian
memoir, a piece of writing about nineteenth-century working-class life, and a nostalgic
record of the experiences of a Victorian country house servant. Significantly, he selfidentifies as a Victorian, born in the year 1881, “while Victoria was still our great, good
Queen.”101 This alignment with the nineteenth century suggests both imperial decline and
nostalgia for the country house as possible underlying frameworks for the memoir.
Gorst ended the Court Hey section of his memoir on the final day of 1899. While
working out his notice, the entire household gathered in the greenhouse to witness the
spectacle of a rare agave plant in flower. An exotic plant from Central and South America,
and another example of empire in the country house garden, the plant was said to flower only
once every hundred years. Gorst recalled that as Mr Richard Gladstone shook his hand to
thank him for his service, he “was not unaware that the scene contained a curious kind of
symbolism. The agave plant was about to bloom, the nineteenth century was coming to its
close, and I was about to begin a new chapter of my life.”102 The interlude in the greenhouse
is an example of “reperception”, a phenomenon that occurs in life-writing whereby “events
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that did not seem important at the time are given special meaning in retrospect,” due to the
author’s “need to understand or to present life as a ‘coherent vision.’”103 Emphasizing the end
of the century and the end of an era retrospectively brackets the entire Gladstone section of
Gorst’s memoir as something belonging to the nineteenth century.
The memoir was presumably written, but certainly published in 1956, a year
emblematic of imperial decline. The British loss of the Suez Canal that year marked “the
point when the very idea of the ‘end of Empire’ began to emerge more fully into the public
arena.”104 It was during the mid-fifties when “the changing external realities started to sink
into the national consciousness,” as the shape of the empire began to alter.105 India gained its
independence in 1947 and the London Declaration of 28 April 1949 marked the transition
from The Empire to The Commonwealth, which according to commentators Anthony Hartley
and John Mandler contributed to “a deep sense of loss at the core of British civic culture.”106
It is likely that Gorst would have either shared or been aware of this national sentiment: the
“stresses and strains of imperial decline” were not “safely contained within the realm of high
politics.”107 Imperial historian Andrew Thompson deems it a “gross oversimplification to say
that the working classes did not know or care about empire and that it did not touch their
lives in any meaningful or tangible way.”108 For Gorst, whose youth spanned the final quarter
of the nineteenth century and witnessed The British Empire at its economic and geographic
peak, the changing status of England was not only a matter of national interest, but
inextricably connected to his own life experience.
Gorst’s account is not the only servant’s narrative for which imperial decline is
suggested as a possible framework. In The Remains of the Day, Ishiguro deliberately
contextualises the period of narration as 1956, a decision that did not escape the notice of
critics. The critical time period suggested to James Lang that Ishiguro was engaging with
contemporary “developing attitudes toward history,” namely, “an increasing interest in the
ordinary, private, and marginal lives and moments which fill the long spaces between historic
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battles, the treaties, the summits, and the incidents of public record.”109 In other words, the
daily lives of regular people, as they relate to the grand narrative events of history. Lang
acknowledges that the reasons for this shift are “manifold and complex,” but identifies the
“collapse of the British empire in the post war era,” as instrumental in “the subsequent
realization that the formerly colonised peoples, the dispossessed and marginalised, have
untapped and unexplored histories of their own.”110 Lang’s claim hints at an alternative way
of understanding the writing of country house servants. The popularisation of reading history
through marginalised voices offers a possible reason for the production and popularity of
country house servant memoirs, which could be counted amongst those previously
subjugated, unexplored voices. Lang suggests that Mr Stevens’s fictional account (as a
servant) is “comparable to the kind of gaps we might find between the historical accounts.”111
Particularly, the decline of empire should not be overlooked or discounted as an event that
opened up space for diverse and previously unheard voices, of which the country house
servant’s is one. Although empire seems initially disconnected from the country house, the
burgeoning area of scholarship around empire and the country house suggests otherwise.
There was a significant enough connection between the two realms, one global and public,
one insular and private, for them to converge in Gorst’s memoir.
A second (but not secondary) area of decline that frames Gorst’s narrative is the postwar decline of the English country house. As discussed in the previous chapter, the long and
complex transition from power seat to heritage monument arguably began prior to 1914, but
was accelerated by the pressures of the First World War. The war undermined the country
house by “sapping its landed foundations,” incurring punitive death duties and accelerating
the breakdown of previously strict social hierarchies.112 This was followed closely by
agricultural decline and The Great Depression, then by the Second World War, which “had a
more direct and devastating impact.”113 As mentioned in Chapter Five, David Cannadine’s
The Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy offers a discussion of social, economic and
political factors that reduced patrician authority between 1870 and the Second World War.
Cynthia Asquith (1887–1960), writer, socialite and daughter of the 11th Earl of Wemyss, who
is cited in the first and third chapters of this thesis, was a direct contemporary of Frederick
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Gorst. She too published her memoir in 1956, lamenting that “scarcely one of those houses of
which I have so many happy memories now survives as a home.”114
Imperial and country-house decline suggest nostalgia as a possible underlying, even
subconscious framework for the memoir. While nostalgia is usually taken to mean a
“distorted memory of the past that is morally questionable,” it can also involve “feelings of
sympathetic reflection– towards others or ourselves, feelings that we may want to value
positively.”115 Through the lens of nostalgia for Britain’s past, Gorst’s entire memoir, and
particularly his rich account of life with the Gladstone family, emerges as a text with a more
cohesive framework. Gorst’s memoir ends in approximately 1912, somewhere between the
end of the Edwardian era and the First World War. As discussed in relation to The
Edwardians, this was a period viewed by many as the zenith of the country house lifestyle.116
Gorst’s termination of the story at this juncture hints at the import of the loss of the English
country house in conjunction with the loss of empire, and offers a possible answer as to why
he was invested in placing one of the most unsavoury aspects of Britain’s imperial past in
such a positive light.
The vase passage, as a small component of a Victorian servant’s memoir, allows
Gorst to discuss abolition and engage with the reforming zeal of the Victorian age. Whether
he supports or condemns the Gladstones’ involvement with slavery is irrelevant. Rather, the
family becomes representative of the trials, mistakes and triumphs of an age. As a family
involved with the abolition of slavery in England, the Gladstones can be recast as numbering
among the foremost political or influential families of the era, despite their dubious role in
the process. In doing this, Gorst could be using what Catherine Hall describes as enthusiasm
for abolition as “a way of screening disturbing associations, partially forgetting a long history
of British involvement in the slavery business.”117Gorst’s account seems to suggest that it is
not important that the proceeds of slavery paid for Court Hey, but rather, that the family is
connected to the great moment of abolition.
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In her study of nostalgia, Janelle Wilson suggests that “objects do not have inherent
meaning in themselves. It is we who give them meaning.”118 According to this assertion, it is
quite likely that the meaning placed upon the vase changed over time. In the late 1890s when
Gorst encountered the vase it was merely a piece of family history; by the mid-1950s it had
become a relic of the Gladstone family, of empire, and of the country house. Thus, the entire
vase narrative can be read as an example of reperception: Gorst uses the episode to place
retrospective value upon institutions, which at the time of writing had all but disappeared.
The interlinked bodies of empire and the country house were signs of Britain’s ascendancy,
and as such, the vase becomes a glittering symbol of the institutions to which Gorst devoted
his youth.
Gorst’s tale can be viewed as part of a longer tradition of mythologising the English
country house and recording an imagined past, something already encountered in The
Edwardians, Brideshead Revisited and Downton Abbey. Gorst’s rendering of the Gladstones’
country house and family is one with positive connections to abolition and to Britain’s
involvement in the process. Not unlike Vita Sackville-West, Frederick Gorst is remembering
a version of the country house, one inhabited by the idealised figure of the gentleman bound
by noblesse oblige. Robertson Gladstone’s role in supporting the Liverpool mill workers
aligns him with this ideal, and supports the connection between the country house at the heart
of England, and the narrative of supportive benevolence toward its extended empire. By
framing his recollection in these terms, Gorst is populating the remembered country house
with landowners who embody the qualities venerated by the ideal.
A servant presence may be sought in the various objects that populate the English
country house. As discussed earlier, the signs of a servant presence may be as unremarkable
as the tools they use to do their job, or the existence of an object that has been carefully
tended. Country house objects can also become emissaries of the country house itself.
Liveries, worn by servants in public represent the financial capability, lineage or social
capital of the incumbent family. Silver plate and cutlery, in the presence of guests, can add
lustre to an evening and evoke the ancient country house practice of hospitality. As such,
objects can become sites of memory, they can be imbued with qualities, stories or
connections that uphold the ideal of the country house. This can occur both physically, as
with some of the examples of clothing or silver plate explored earlier in the chapter, and it
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can occur when objects transcend the physical space by entering a textual space. Indeed,
Frederick Gorst views his role as that of caretaker and guardian: at Court Hey, he found it
“stimulating to live in the shining reflection of great men and noble deeds, and in [his] way,
[he] felt that [he] was the guardian of a bit of history”, which he then preserves in his
memoir:119
When I had polished this beautiful vase I carefully wrapped it up again and put it back
in the crate. I climbed the tall ladder and replaced it on the top shelf of the silver
vault. I felt that in my own way I had been allowed to glimpse, to touch for a moment,
the lustrous past.120
The inclusion of the Gladstone vase in Frederick Gorst’s memoir recalls the great care shown
for precious objects, and the sense of custodianship that could be felt not only for the objects
themselves, but for the history they were understood to represent. Gorst may be understood to
have been a little dazzled, even to the point of misdirection, by the imperialist ideology
underpinning that “lustrous past.” As we know now, the United Kingdom’s involvement with
the slave trade was less a tale of glorious abolition than one of grudging concession on the
part of slave owners. The compensation they were owed by the government under the Slave
Compensation Act 1837 amounted to £20 million, and it took the British taxpayer 182 years
to pay it off, with the repayments ending in 2015.121 Amongst those taxpayers were the
descendants of former slaves, who had received no recompense. Even as we recognise the
increasingly complex connections between the English country house and slavery, it is
important to acknowledge the difference in perspective between Gorst in the 1950s, and a
reader in the still-evolving political climate of 2020. The narrative suggested by Gorst must
now be read with a level of resistance, even criticism. Nevertheless, his views are a valid
reflection of his specific context. According to Gorst, he “took care of the relics and
souvenirs of this bright past– and kept them– literally– polished.”122 The care taken with the
task suggests pride not only for England’s past, but also for his own past and his less heroic,
but equally meaningful, contribution to the maintenance of the English country house.
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The varied texts examined in this chapter feature servants engaging with corporeal
aspects of the country house ideal. A detailed servant presence does not emerge via the
discussion of objects; merely another oblique and shadowy manifestation, mediated through
objects or other signs of labour. Nevertheless, through the study of these objects it becomes
possible to enrich understandings of servant representation, to discover more nuanced stories,
and to engage with the psychology of servants, which may not be otherwise expressed. In
both fiction and memoir, servants imbue objects with special significance, so that these
objects become representative of the country house, and the qualities it should embody. By
focussing on material objects within the English country house, it becomes possible to
understand some of the ways these materialities shaped the experiences of historic servants,
and how they filter through to literary representations of fictional servants, such as in The
Edwardians and The Remains of the Day. In memoir too, precious items are remembered
with special care, and described using affectionate, even proprietary, language. This denotes
the bond that could form between servant and object, which may be predicated upon that
servant’s sense of history or family reputation. Thus it seems, even self-actualised servant
representation alludes to those qualities celebrated by the ideal.
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Conclusion

A museum is a dead thing; a house which is still the home of men and women is a
living thing which has not lost its soul. The soul of a house, the atmosphere of a
house, are as much part of the house as the architecture of that house or as the
furnishings within it.
Vita Sackville-West, English Country Houses, 1942.1
In 2010, Downton Abbey appeared on television screens around the world and intrigued
audiences with its rounded depiction of seemingly autonomous, realistic, country house
servants. Servants like Gwen Dawson were seen leaving the estate for a career in the
burgeoning telephone industry, while others, like Thomas Barrow, were choosing to advance
their career within the hierarchy of the house. Compared to the shadowy representation of
servants throughout the longer country house tradition, Downton seemed to offer a new
unfolding of the country house genre, in which servants operated as fully-developed
individuals within the country house space. But, as Robert Burden states, imagined and
historic English country houses are not voids, but spatial practices “encoded with aesthetic,
cultural and social relations– including those of class and power.”2 Downton Abbey is no
different: these imagined representations of servants are guided, once again, by the author’s
relationship with the ideal and the function of its evocation in this particular moment. Despite
the apparent autonomy of these servant characters, there is a developing sense that they may
be there to support Downton’s message, which has been described as the nostalgic promotion
of a society governed by conservative principles.3
Neo-Victorian scholar David McWilliam claims that Downton Abbey “romanticises
the era of high Toryism in the early twentieth century for its sense of order and tradition”4;
qualities that may have been considered lacking by some at the time of its release in 2010.
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Katherine Byrne and Charles Doyle place Downton Abbey firmly against the backdrop of the
global financial crisis (circa 2007– early 2010s), and identify a clear Tory politic that bridges
the years between post-Edwardian England and David Cameron’s “Broken Britain.”5 They
argue that Downton Abbey offered luxurious escapism from austerity and recession by
portraying a “charmed world where employers were responsible and generous, servants were
hard-working and respectful…6 As the writer, Fellowes’s own political stance can hardly be
ignored in this context. Indeed, he views the series as a fable for social responsibility and
order, which is intended to appeal to contemporary audiences: “I think, in difficult and rudemannered times, it is comforting for people to see a story about a period of British history
when everybody had a station in life, whether it was as a footman or an earl.”7 Accordingly,
Fellowes presents a class-based microcosm that relies on paternalistic benevolence and is
therefore largely stable, despite the rapid social changes between 1912 and 1925. In order to
convincingly promote a class-based system, Downton’s twenty-first-century audience needed
to be persuaded, or at least encouraged momentarily to suspend their disbelief, that a system
based on paternalistic benevolence is a safer alternative to the present democracy or
meritocracy. Part of Downton’s slow charming of a modern audience is the model by which
people are rewarded for loyalty, or for keeping their place in a hierarchical society. Despite
its cast of seemingly self-governing servants, Downton manages these characters in a way
that sustains the ideals associated with the English country house, particularly that of the
symbiotic, hierarchic community guided by aristocratic kindness.
As a type of fictionalised counterpoint to some of the attitudes hinted at by the
memoirists examined here, Downton’s Thomas Barrow’s initial position as a sceptic and
critic of the country-house hierarchy,8 gives way to his rehabilitation according to the values
of deference, loyalty and devotion to the family. His journey from footman to butler is not
5
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without setbacks. Largely thwarted by his own lack of integrity, Barrow finds himself
friendless, directionless, and occasionally jobless. Throughout the six seasons, Barrow
struggles furiously to escape the hierarchic world of country house service, but these attempts
are dispiritingly unsuccessful until he eventually succumbs to the internal structures and
strictures of his position, and realigns himself with the next generation of the Crawley family.
While Barrow’s bond with the Crawley children assures his emotional devotion to the
family, it is also an important symbol of the survival of the country house ideal, and offers an
implied assurance that the sanctified world of Downton will continue to exist for future
generations, despite the turbulence of the twentieth century. Significantly, Barrow’s
relationship with Master George foreshadows his taking Carson’s place as butler, as it echoes
the special relationship that the equally childless Carson shares with Lady Mary. Just as
Carson is Lady Mary’s advocate, Barrow will be “George’s man” when George inherits the
estate and title. Barrow’s appointment to butler and his connection to the future generation
imply a comforting sense of continuity: Downton will be lived in by a Crawley for at least
two more generations (Mary and George), and skippered by a butler of the old-school, one
familiar with the pre-war, Edwardian and even Victorian country house, who was trained by
the admirable Carson. There is a subtle promise here that the mythologised house of the
Edwardian era will be maintained into the interwar period and beyond, replete with a nowstrong advocate of paternalistic generosity, loyalty and kindness: Mr Barrow, Butler of
Downton Abbey.
This filmic adaptation of servants within the country house genre is one example of
an extreme seen in no other text examined in this thesis, where servant autonomy apparently
reaches its zenith. Downton Abbey demonstrates what is possible for this marginalised and
absent-though-present class of characters, albeit its representation is shaped by its
engagement with the country house ideal, and the political co-option of the English country
house. One question arising from this thesis is the future of the country house ideal. If, like
Jeremy Rosen, one views genres “empirically and historically, as dynamic practices that
grow out of other genres and transform over time,”9 then it is not unreasonable to suppose
that the genre may continue to develop independently of the physical country house. As long
as the genre retains certain elements, it remains mutable and transferrable.
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Downton will one day assume a similar anthropological distance to that between “To
Penshurst” and the present moment. Quite possibly, Downton will occupy a place in the
country house tradition, alongside texts such as Appleton House and Brideshead Revisited.
The possibilities for viewing Downton as a product of its time and as another iteration of the
imagined country house point towards the continuing success of the country house ideal
within the realm of the imagination.
Seeking the servant presence in representations of the imagined or remembered
English country house need not be restricted to fiction. Alongside the substantial body of
country house fiction runs a corollary of country house life-writing. Servants and country
house owners alike have recorded their experience of life in the English country house,
particularly once it became apparent that this way of life had assumed an anthropological
interest. These self-actualised forms of representation mean that the genre is no longer reliant
on the works and experiences of aristocratic or similarly privileged authors to portray
servants. Instead, these memoirs may even be used to inform imaginative renditions of the
English country house and the servants who work there. The life writing of country house
servants is an area which would benefit from further contemplation and analysis. Servants’
writing informs the body of social histories of the English country house across the turn of
the twentieth century, and is frequently cited as a primary source therein. However, nobody
has published a study of these memoirs as a phenomenon arising from the specific
circumstances relating to the decline of the country house. Such a study might consider in
more detail the themes explored in this thesis: the material context of these memoirs’
production, the memoirs’ potency to affect popular culture and subsequent country house
texts, and comparative memoirists’ attitudes toward the changing fortune of the country
house. The case of Frederick Gorst alone demonstrates the potential for memoir texts to
intersect with broader fields of history or cultural studies.
An exciting avenue for further enquiry is the unknown number of memoirs not
included in this thesis. It is highly likely that a number of undiscovered memoirs, diaries or
letters remain unpublished: there is potentially a wealth of unread writing by servants within
Britain, or amongst its expatriate communities. Indeed, a collection of letters written by Lady
Burghclere’s personal maid, Ethel North, during the 1920s and 1930s was recently
discovered by North’s close friend’s granddaughter in a box in a wardrobe.10 Lady
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Burghclere11 was the sister of George Herbert, the fifth Earl of Carnarvon (of Highclere
Castle), who was known for his involvement in the excavation of Tutankhamen’s Tomb.
Ethel North was Lady Burghclere’s lady’s maid and companion between 1919 and 1933, and
her letters detail overseas travel and her life in service.12
Another such example is the memoir of Connie Lord née Eldridge (1906–1998), The
Jottings of a Very Ordinary Housewife (1985). Her unpublished, handwritten memoir is in
the care of her great-niece, Jane Matthews, in Milton Keynes, Buckinghamshire. Jane is my
aunt, and kindly lent me a typed and printed version of Connie’s manuscript. The eldest of
six, Connie was born at the beginning of the twentieth century, and entered service aged
fourteen.13 She worked in houses in the country, although not in stately homes. Nevertheless,
the existence of such a memoir suggests the possibility of others, or of related writings that
depict the English country house at the turn of the century. With the appropriate scope and
resources, these manuscripts suggest a fascinating avenue of future scholarship.
The starting point for this thesis was the apparent dearth of servant characters in a
literary tradition that otherwise celebrated the qualities of the English country house. These
qualities, such as continuity, community, and generous hospitality, all necessitate a large
body of servants. Given the English country house’s absolute reliance on historical servants,
their relative absence in the literary tradition was conspicuous. However, seeking the country
house servant becomes possible when the origins, development and constraints of the country
house genre are understood. Despite forming a large majority of the English country house
population, servants may be minimalised or appropriated to suit a text’s ideological function;
a function that frequently may be defined in terms of the author’s engagement with the
country house ideal. Once that function is determined, the servant presence begins to emerge.
From fully imaginary representations of servants, to filtered representations, and even to selfactualised representations of servants, all may be co-opted as part of the country house
“furnishings” that prop up and advance the ideal. In these representations, the whole textual
world, from servants and houses, to estates and community sustains its part, ultimately
passing on the country house ideal in the realm of the imagination.
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This thesis does not claim that every single depiction of country house servants, or
each account written by country house servants contributes to the preservation of the ideal. It
unequivocally does not claim that each historical servant, without exception, supported the
ideal or even the specific houses in which they were employed. However, based on the
pervasive presence of the ideal in both fiction and the cultural imagination, this thesis
suggests that the perpetuation of the ideal has been entirely successful, and that the servant
presence is a fundamental component of its construction. As historic butler Edwin Lee aptly
notes: “You know when all is said and done domestic service comes to this. We needed them
and they needed us.”14 Now that country house life as it existed in the pre-war period has all
but disappeared, the textual tradition acts as a vessel for the continuation of the ideal. This
fictional space cannot be divorced from the abiding sense of an incumbent and mutually
supportive community, of which servants were an essential part. As a result of its fictional
rendering, the English country house has become perhaps “one of the most enduring
[symbols of British identity] as well as the most successfully marketed to the public.”15 The
necessary components of the fictional country house: a stately home, an incumbent
aristocratic family, and perhaps most importantly the acknowledged presence of a community
of servants, are instantly recognisable as both deriving from and generating this ideal.

14

Edwin Lee, “The Page Boy’s Story,” in Gentlemen’s Gentlemen: From Boot Boys to
Butlers, True Stories of Life Below Stairs, ed. Rosina Harrison (London: Sphere, 2015),
154.
15
Edmund Cusick and Mike Storry, “Heritage,” in British Cultural Identities, eds.
Mike Storry and Peter Childs (London: Routledge, 2016), 274.
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